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Introduction 
 
Steve Jobs, co-founder and CEO of Apple, Inc., and his associates have shrewdly understood 

the spirit of late modern America—a spirit of radical individualism—by marketing many of their 
products using the prefix “i.” The popular “iMac,” “iphone,” “ipod,” “iTunes,” “iBookstore,” 
and most recently the “ipad” tablet computer in our contemporary society symbolize our 
individualistic values and social structure. For Apple, Inc., the “ i ” stands for “Internet.” I 
suggest the “i” stands for individualism. The title of a Beatles song— “I, Me, Mine” —captures 
the notion well. Increasingly, we are living in the “iworld.” 

Marketing strategies seek to appeal to consumer desire, so what sells tells much about the 
consumer’s values.  During the 2010 Winter Olympics, Jeep, Inc. rolled out a new ad, a spin-off 
of Descartes’ famous “I think, therefore I am.” The Jeep ad runs with the tagline “I live, I ride, I 
am.” The message? Your or my existence is based on having the money to buy a $40,000 Jeep 
vehicle and ride freely down the highway. One customer is known to have said, “I bought the 
Jeep Cherokee because I like the way I feel about myself when I ride in one.” When such a 
tagline sells, it confirms materialism and individual freedom (at least the experience and 
sensation of it) as core American values.  But what actually comprises true freedom? 

 
The remainder of this document comprises excerpts from the dissertation 
 
Dutch sociologist, Geert Hofstede has done extensive research on cultural differences and 

intercultural cooperation through the Institute for Research on Intercultural Cooperation (IRIC). 
His empirical research data is based on studies of IBM employees in over fifty countries. One of 
the four dimensions of culture he studied is the individualism-collectivism dimension. 
Developing an “Individualism Index (IDV),” he scored and ranked the nations according to the 
strength of individualism.  

Here is the striking fact that sets a key rationale for this present study—The country 
ranking Number 1 is the USA. According to this data, the USA is the most individualistic 
nation in the world. Australia, Great Britain, Canada, Netherlands, and New Zealand follow in 
that order (1997:53). 

American sociologist Robert Bellah, author of the acclaimed study of American national 
character, Habits of the Heart, states “Individualism has marched inexorably through our through 
our history.” What is individualism? What are its sources and character? What are its 
consequences for human well being and flourishing in a society? What is its challenge to the 
values of the Kingdom of God? This dissertation addresses these questions. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
In this dissertation I use a spiraling approach beginning with the broad context of modern 

Western culture and move increasingly toward an analysis of late modern American 
evangelicalism. I trace the development of the ideal of the autonomous self, from its origins in 
six movements of the shift to modernity in Europe, its development as individualism in 
American history, and its radicalization in late modernity. Closely associated with individualism, 
freedom is the core value of America; but the concept is mythic, diverse, its meaning porous and 
contested. I thus clarify types of freedom and define authentic freedom.  

I describe American national character using the metaphor of a rope consisting of four 
strands: the Biblical, the civic/republican, the utilitarian individualist and the expressive 
individualist. Interrogating modern culture, I argue that the two individualistic strands have 
supplanted the fraying Biblical and civic strands in late modern America (1960s onward). The 
spiral then moves inward to American religion in culture, represented by four religious 
dimensions in their late modern condition—Judaism, the Episcopalian church in America, the 
religious beliefs of turn-of-the-twenty-first century teenagers, and the evangelical movement. I 
assess the accommodation of all of these to an exacerbated individualism.  

The center of the spiral is an empirical case study of the Vineyard Christian Fellowship—
using grid-group cultural theory—which is used to test my main hypothesis. My findings 
indicate that the Vineyard was able to moderately mitigate the effects of individualism on the 
family structure of its members, but that members who switched from other churches to join the 
Vineyard moved toward greater individualism in church social structure.  

These findings corroborate my thesis that American evangelicalism is acutely implicated in 
late modern American individualism, thus impairing the church’s integrity. 
In the concluding chapter I sketch out a response to this situation in terms of the rubrics of 
analysis used throughout the study—moral sources, cultural authority form(s) (but now shifting 
to ecclesial authority), and general self-concept.  

Recovery of the church's integrity and renewal of her mission will require: a Biblical 
anthropology that emphasizes the essential sociality of the human, making the reciprocating self 
the dominant self-concept, strengthening and establishing authoritative ecclesial communities, 
and redefining and embracing true authority and its moral sources. 
 
 
Mentor: Wilbert R. Shenk 
366 words. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Liberty and freedom have been the foundational and fundamental values of America from the 
earliest European settlement until the present day. The Declaration of Independence lists liberty 
as among humankind’s inalienable rights. The Constitution of the United States declares that one 
of its purposes is to “secure the Blessings of Liberty.” Michael Novak argues the thesis 
encapsulated in the title of his recent book, The Universal Hunger for Liberty (2004), that 
freedom remains a deep aspiration for all peoples.  

America has provided leadership of the Western world, the “free world,” in the twentieth 
century. Yet the meaning of freedom has been a changing and contested concept in American 
history. There is confusion and conflict in the United States over the meaning of freedom and 
over the moral sources and the authority that can provide true freedom. 

Henry Luce, co-founder of Time magazine, announced in his Life magazine editorial in 
February 1941 that the twentieth century would be “the American Century.” He was correct; and 
America’s influence continues to be powerful globally at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. America remains the world’s leading society in many aspects of global culture. In Time 
magazine’s tradition of naming a Person of the Year it is telling that the Person of the Year 2006 
was “You.” That’s right— “You” are addressed and celebrated as an individual.  

The American concepts of liberty and freedom are integrally associated with individualism. 
Modern individualism emerged nearly simultaneously with classical liberalism and modernity 
itself and includes the ideal of maximum freedom for the individual. Sociologists have 
demonstrated that individualism—including the ideal of maximizing the freedom of the 
individual—is not only a key component of American culture but has become what is called by 
some the monolithic common culture and defining feature of America, a reality that transcends 
all the popular talk about diversity and multiculturalism (Bellah 2002:23-25).  

In their authoritative updating and development of Alexis de Tocqueville’s trenchant analysis 
of the early nineteenth century American national character, Robert Bellah and associates stated, 
“It seems to us that it is individualism, …that has marched inexorably through our history” 
(1996:xlii).  

Individualism, rightly understood, embodies moral goods contributing to human flourishing, 
such as the uniqueness and value of the individual person, and individual human rights. The 
negatives of a radicalized individualism have emerged, however, in the late twentieth century. 
The 1960s’ countercultural revolution, largely mainstreamed in the 1970s, accelerated a drive 
toward increasing liberation from traditional moral and social forms and toward radical 
individualism—a disembedding of the individual from traditional shared moral sources in 
community— resulting in increasingly atomized individuals and weakened communities.  

The arrival of the 1980s brought the broad collapse of communism worldwide and a 
perceived victory for democratic capitalism over its rival economic systems. The massive 
production of wealth, led by Wall Street in the 1980s and by Silicon Valley’s high-tech 
revolution in the 1990s, has made possible the greatest legal creation of wealth in history 
(Guinness 2001:15). The resources this wealth creates—together with the applications and 
extensions of ever more powerful technologies to utilize what is created—begs moral forms to 
make sense of it all. What has been called “the technological imperative,” expressed in the 
slogan, “If it can be done, it will be done,” seems to be the only guide for much of this 
exploration; an unrestrained freedom for experimentation has taken wings. In this view, freedom 
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means the elimination of all limits. Late modern American culture, then, in this sense, embraces 
an almost boundless, while often groundless, freedom—a freedom without form. 
 

Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the degree to which the American evangelical 

movement has accommodated to radical individualism, in order to provide an awareness that will 
enable self-critical understanding as evangelicals work cross-culturally, train cross-cultural 
missionaries, and enable critical thinking in mission to people in North America.  
 

Goals 
The goals of this study are to provide material that is helpful for cultural analysis of late 

modern Western culture from a Biblical perspective and for an assessment of American Judeo-
Christian religion’s level of accommodation to that culture; this with a view toward contributing 
to renewal and reformation of churches, and consequently fostering the renewal of civil society. I 
aim to describe American individualism, and demonstrate through a case study of a southern 
California birthed evangelical renewal movement—the Vineyard Christian Fellowship—an 
example of how an evangelical renewal movement has engaged late modern individualism, to 
draw implications there from, and make constructive recommendations. 
 

Significance 
The significance of this dissertation lies in its addressing the problem of American 

Christianity’s accommodation to the weaknesses of an individualism which is not consistent with 
the Biblical Christian message, a significance intensified due to the widespread Americanization 
of Christianity in many regions of the world. This accommodation to individualism is verified 
and exemplified empirically through a case study of an evangelical renewal movement.  

Wilbert Shenk highlighted the need for effective evangelization, faithful Biblical discipleship 
and churches flourishing as prophetic witnesses in contemporary Western culture, 
 

In 1990-91, I conducted a reconnaissance of mission training in several Western countries to 
determine 1) if there were programs dedicated to the training of missionaries to the peoples 
of modern Western culture; and if so, 2) what the curriculum comprised. I never got beyond 
the first question (1999:129). 

 
My study contributes toward getting beyond Shenk’s first question. Missionaries-in-training 

to Western culture need to understand and critique this culture of exacerbated individualism in 
the same way Western missionaries studied more distant cultures to whom they were called 
during the earlier thrusts of the modern missionary movement. 
 

Central Research Issue 
The central research issue of this dissertation is to investigate the degree to which American 

religion, and specifically evangelicalism, has accommodated to dimensions of late modern 
Western culture, specifically those associated with individualism. I will analyze both the history 
of ideas dimension, as well as the social structural dimension of culture by way of the grid-group 
culture theory, and social research methodology in a case study, yielding increased validity to the 
research findings and recommendations.  

The research variables arising from the central research issue are: 
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1. The historical and intellectual sources (history of ideas) of American individualism traced 
from the shift to modernity in Europe; 

2. The contours of American national character in terms of individualism (social structure 
and history of ideas in interaction);  

3. The engagement of American Jewish and Christian religion with late modern American 
individualism. 

 

Through the first variable, I trace and analyze the intellectual and cultural sources that feed into 
the formation of American individualism. In the second variable, I describe and critique the 
nature of late modern American individualism. In the third variable, I then explore aspects of 
American religion’s engagement with late modern individualism, and report on the engagement 
of evangelicalism with individualism by way of my case study of the Vineyard Christian 
Fellowship—that was comprised primarily of the baby-boom cohort, the first generation of 
Americans significantly affected by the culture of late modernity. 
 

Research Questions 
The research questions guiding this study and that address the variables are: 

 

1. What are the intellectual and cultural developments that are formative of modern 
Western identity and which form the matrix for the American national character? (see 
Chapter 1). 

2. What is the nature of late modern American individualism? (Chapter 2). 
3. To what degree has American Jewish and Christian religion, including evangelicalism, 

accommodated to late modern American individualism, and what are the implications 
for the Missio Dei of that degree of accommodation? (Chapter 3 and 4).  

 
Structure and Chapter Summaries 

What follows is an outline of the structure of this dissertation with a summary of the focus of 
each chapter. Part I Understanding the Sources and Contours of Late Modern American Identity 
and National Character, contains Chapters 1 and 2.  

Chapter 1 sets forth the macro-context of this study of modern Western culture. It focuses on 
the shift to modernity in Europe, tracing and analyzing six key movements in the history of ideas 
and the associated cultural developments that are sources for the general modern Western 
identity and form the matrix for American individualistic national character.  

Chapter 2 describes the historical development of American individualism and how it 
became radicalized in late modernity. It assumes the migration of the six European movements 
to America and their transmutation into the four major cultural strands that form the American 
national character. I argue that the last two strands have superseded the fraying Biblical and civic 
strands. I summarize a general trend toward a progressive reduction and diminution of moral 
sources moving into late modernity.  

Part II Understanding Religion in the Context of American Individualism contains Chapters 
3 and 4. The intent of Chapter 3 is to probe the dimension of Judeo-Christian religion generally 
in the United States and its engagement with individualism by highlighting four diverse religious 
traditions or expressions in the contemporary context—American Judaism, the Episcopal Church 
USA, the religious views of American teenagers as a demographic cohort, and finally the 
evangelical movement. The significance of this chapter is that it indicates that religion in 
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America seems to generally accommodate to, and reflect the strong individualism of late modern 
America.  

In Chapter 4, using case study methodology and the grid-group method of culture analysis, I 
report the results of empirical research on the southern California-birthed Vineyard church 
movement, representing a renewal movement in the evangelical tradition.  

My findings reveal that the majority of members whom I interviewed had switched from 
church traditions that were less individualistic than the Vineyard ethos and structure. The 
Vineyard played in individualistic church “social game” (social structure). The study indicates 
that the Vineyard is an example of a movement that reflects the radical individualism of late 
modern America, though with some commendable mitigation of its moral weaknesses. 

Having achieved the goals (see above) of this research project, in the Conclusion section I 
draw the implications and make constructive recommendations theologically and practically. 
Consistent with the three rubrics of moral sources, cultural authority form(s) (though now 
moving to the term—ecclesial authority), and general self-concept (as used for analysis in all the 
previous chapters), I offer an agenda for developing correctives, and suggest the renewal of just a 
few practices that are exemplary of more that needs to be done. 

Two passages—one classical, the other biblical—set the tone for this study. The classical one 
is an Ancient Greek myth, as told by Edith Hamilton (my paraphrase). The biblical is found in 
the Gospel According to Mark:  
 

He was the handsome youth who never gave his love to another, never fell in love 
with even the most beautiful of young women. The nymph Echo fell in love with 
him but could not adequately express her passion because she had been 
condemned only to repeat the words of others. Her adoration unrequited, she 
wasted away until only her voice remained. Because he was a scorner of love, the 
gods caused Narcissus to fall in love with himself for breaking the hearts of 
others. “May he who loves not others, love himself”, they decreed. As Narcissus 
bent over a pool for a drink he saw his own reflection, and at that moment fell in 
love with it. “Now I know,” he cried, “what others have suffered from me, for I 
burn with love of my own self—and yet how can I reach that loveliness I see 
mirrored in the water? But I cannot leave it. Only death can set me free.” So 
Narcissus languished beside the pool, pining away perpetually, fixed in one long 
gaze, dying either from starvation or excessive self-love (1969:87-88).            
(The Myth of Narcissus).  

 

 
“If you try to keep your life for yourself, you will lose it. But if you give up your 
life for my sake, and for the sake of the Good News, you will find true life. And 
how do you benefit if you gain the whole world and lose your soul in the process? 
Is anything worth more than your soul?”                                                       
(Jesus the Messiah, in Mark 8:35 NLT). (Called “the Christian Paradox” in 
this dissertation [see GLOSSARY]) 
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TABLES AND FIGURES 

What follows on the next several pages are the TABLES and FIGURES of the 
dissertation, numbered as they are in the Bjoraker dissertation 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1:  
Spiraling approach of this study 
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Figure 4: 

Three large domains of moral sources in the modern West 
Two frontiers of experimentation 
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Table 1: 
Moral sources in modern Western culture 

(Adapted from Block 2002) 
 
Approximate  
Historical Period 

Ancient,  
Early Medieval 

Ancient,  
Late Medieval 

Reformation, 
Early Modernity 

Enlightenment Enlightenment, 
Romanticism, 
Late Modernity 

Moral Sources -“The Great Chain of 
Being,” gods, the 
primordial sacral 
Community,  
Nature’s forces,  

-“The Great Chain of 
Being”, 
-Church (Grace) and 
State Institutional 
Power, 
-Nature (in 
Renaissance) 

-The God of Abraham 
via the Bible 

-Disengaged Reason, 
and the deliverances of 
Reason through science. 
-Civil law created by 
secular state 

-The Autonomous Self, 
-Disengaged Reason, 
-Nature out there,  
-Nature within, or… 
whatever 

Cultural Authority 
Form(s) 

Minimal Agency 
 
Servitude 

Proto- 
Agency 

Protestant 
Free Agency 

Free Natural 
(Rationalist) 
Agency 

Self- 
Authorization, 
Radical Individualism 

Description  
of Authority Form 

Oppressive state power 
/autocratic rulers 

Socio-cultural 
hierarchical structures, 
Institutions, 
Catholic, Anglican 

Individual conscience, 
and interpretation of the 
Bible, unmediated by 
the church 

Liberal Democratic 
governments 

Liberal Democratic 
governments (often 
disrespected, abused)  

Form and Freedom 
Dynamic 

Form(s) with Minimal 
Freedom 

Limited Freedom within 
Forms 

Freedom within Form 
(Christian liberty) 

Freedom from 
traditional Forms 
(natural liberty) 

Broad embrace of— 
Freedom without Form 
(license) 

Self-Concept Submerged Self, 
non-agentic, 
Embedded Self 
 

Embedded Self, agent 
of hierarchy, a place-
holder 

Free Agent Under God, 
Individuality 

Autonomous Self  Autonomous Self. 
Antinomian, agent of 
…whatever, 
Hyper- 
Individualistic 
 

Agency Authorization Individual not 
authorized 

Individual authorized by 
hierarchy 

Individual authorized 
directly by God 

Individual authorized by 
social contract 

Individual self-
authorization assumed 
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Table 2 
The momentous Enlightenment shift to alternative moral sources 

 
THE TRADITION 
OR MOVEMENT 

Pagan, 
Folk, 
Traditional 

Classical 
Greek 
Heritage 
 

Judeo-
Christian 
 

Enlightenment 
Rationalism 
(free rational 
agency) 

Romanticism 

TRANSCENDENT 
EXTERNAL 
MORAL 
SOURCES 
 

gods, 
Nature 
(enchanted), 
“the Tao” 

The 
Good, or 
gods, 
“the 
Tao” 

The God 
of 
Abraham, 
the Bible 

-none- Nature (re-
enchanted) 

IMMANENT 
INTERNAL MORAL 
SOURCES 
 

Immanent 
spirits, 
natural 
forces 

-none- The Holy 
Spirit 

Disengaged 
Reason, and 
nature 
(disenchanted, 
mechanistic) 

The Voice 
Within human 
nature 
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Figure 2: 
The shift from external to internal moral sources 
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Figure 3: 
The rise and fall of the European self 
The arc of the “Christian Paradox” 
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Figure 5: 
Six European movements flow into Bellah’s four strands of American character 
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Figure 6 
The domain of “obedience to the unenforceable” 
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A Decisive Decade: The Seismic Sixties 
  The decade of the 1960s constituted a time of upheaval in the Western world. This was not 
only an American phenomenon, but I will focus on the United States herein. This cultural 
movement comprised can be conceived of as earlier trends and tremors finally breaking to the 
surface at the popular level during the 76 million strong “Baby Boomer” generations coming-of-
age. It is this decisive decade to which many sociologists point in identifying the shift from 
modernity to late modernity (or postmodernity) at the popular level. What were the causes of this 
cultural revolution? What has been its impact and legacy? Only a broad interpretive overview, 
from the perspective of analyzing radical individualism, is within the scope of this study.  
 After World War II, America was catapulted into a place of power and prestige that was 
unrivalled. As Winston Churchill told the House of Commons in August, 1945, “America stands 
at this moment at the summit of the world” (Churchill as quoted in Guinness 1993:11). Several 
unrepeatable factors converged that thrust the United States into supremacy after the war—
entering the war late, she emerged “the greatest victor at the least cost, and in the process revived 
the world’s most powerful economy and discovered the earth’s most awesome weapon” 
(Guinness 1993:86). America as the freest of the former colonies would now lead the free world. 
How would she use her power and position?  

There was a build-up of sociological factors in the 1950s that created tremors of a coming 
quake. The abundant economic prosperity, the sense of moral legitimacy from having rescued 
Europe and secured victory in “the Good War,” and a sense of social stability produced what has 
been called the “Eisenhower equilibrium” (Guinness 1993:85). America’s goodness and 
America’s greatness seemed to converge. But such golden times gave American society great 
expectations, and began to foster illusions.  

The election of John F. Kennedy, whose presidency was dubbed “Camelot,” was “the 
presidential master symbol of the confident idealism and effortless supremacy of postwar 
America” (Guinness 1993:93). He had stood eye-to-eye with the Soviets in the Cuban missile 
crisis; the Soviets blinked and Kennedy and America had triumphed. The “March on 
Washington” of August 1963, and the eloquence of Martin Luther King, Jr., displayed the 
trajectory of liberalism at the high tide of its impulse. No one wanted to remember that high tides 
always ebb. 

The new economics of the postwar period, culminating in Lyndon Baines Johnson’s “Great 
Society,” was believed to be the greatest force for progress in human history, that progress and 
social change and prosperity could be obtained for all by American free enterprise. The 
economic growth of liberalism seemed unstoppable. America was in hot pursuit of happiness. 
The American Dream could be realized for all. But was the American Dream becoming utopian 
and hubristic?  

The Cold War ideology extended American power into Southeast Asia, but the Vietnam War 
spending sparked major inflation at home. Affluence and the baby boomers’ sense of entitlement 
led to more extravagant expectations for even more affluence by the baby boom generation (the 
most educated and affluent in American history), creating much social space and leisure for 
experimentation and personal freedoms. These expectations and aspirations were not squaring 
with the realities in Vietnam, and with the conditions of the African-American population at 
home. Contradictions were becoming evident. The Civil Rights movement was growing. 
  The moral legitimacy derived from America’s sacrifice in winning the “Good War” had 
eroded. Converging factors helped produce a marked generational break in which the baby 
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boomers no longer embraced as primary the tradition and mores of their parents, but made strong 
primary alignments with their peers.  

The five calamitous years from Kennedy’s assassination at the end of 1963 until the end of 
1968 represent the collapse of illusions. If President Kennedy was “the presidential master 
symbol of the confident idealism and effortless supremacy of postwar America,” then his felling 
was also symbolic. The tremors had culminated in the several major shockwaves that rocked the 
foundations of social stability and moral legitimacy. The year 1968 saw the Tet Offensive in the 
Vietnam War (that military operation itself a victory for American forces) become the turning 
point at which the war became widely perceived as unwinnable by America; it would only be a 
matter of time before the United States would humiliatingly withdraw, and be widely interpreted 
as American Imperialism’s defeat. To many Americans, American had over-reached. 
Overreaching brings unintended consequences. Utopia pursued by myopia brings dsytopia. 
  Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassinations, the disorder and violence at 
the Chicago Democratic National Convention, the growing narcissism and destructive tendencies 
of the baby boomer’s counterculture all converged. As Guinness put it, “it was as if the illusions 
of postwar expectations had swollen up in the fifties and early sixties only to burst open like an 
abscess in 1968, leaving a sorry domestic and international mess to clear away” (1993:94). The 
build-up of tensions and subterranean tremors finally came to the surface in a socio-cultural 
earthquake.  
 
Woodstock—Cry “Freedom” … and Simply Cry 

 
An iconic event occurred at what was arguably the capstone of the 1960s counterculture 

generation’s emergence—the Woodstock Festival and Concert held in upstate New York in 
August 1969. Now a legendary happening among the “Woodstock Generation,” over 400, 000 
young people attended, and it was the prototype for many more such rock concerts since.  

When Richie Havens performed his song, “Freedom,” early in the festival, it seemed a 
symbolic cry of the 1960s for more freedom, for a freedom that would burst forth from 
traditional forms. Yet it also ironically expressed the resulting experiences of alienation that such 
freedom would bring. 

The style of the music was primal expression, a sort of a hybrid folk-Negro spiritual piece; 
the beat was full of energy and pathos, leaving Havens exhausted after the performance. The 
song cries out “Freedom” eight times, 
 

Freedom! 
Freedom! 
Freedom! 
Freedom! 
Freedom! 
Freedom! 
Freedom! 
Freedom! 

 

Then followed by these words:  
 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child… 
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child… 
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Sometimes I feel like a motherless child… 
A long way from my home. 

 

  
There are other verses. But here I propose to draw a connection between Havens and the 

earliest recorded instance of the idea of freedom. I compare here Havens’ performance as a 
primal cry, with the primordial words for freedom in the Western civilization. 
The oldest known recorded expression for anything like “freedom or “liberty” is in Sumerian 
from a clay tablet from the ancient city-state of Lagash before 2300 B.C. The word is 
phonetically, “ama-ar-gi” coming from the verb “ama-gi” meaning literally “going home to 
mother.” Note the middle letters, “ma.” It sounds like the Semitic root and Hebrew word for 
mother, “Ima.” The word is primal---the first utterances of infants from time immemorial sounds 
like “ma”. “Ema”. “Mama.” Thus freedom is coming home to the warmth, comfort, and security 
of mother- freedom within the form of motherly care (Fischer 2005:5, 743 fn 19).  

Applying an etic (outside, objective) anthropological interpretation of this event, using the 
terms of this study, produces the following perspective: it was as if Havens as artist was both 
tapping into the primal human expression of freedom—a return to the safety and comfort of 
one’s mother—as well as speaking representatively for a whole generation in their quest for 
more freedom. He felt “like a motherless child, a long way from my home.” Yet the kind of 
freedom many of the Woodstock generation would pursue would remove them from the 
traditional forms wherein they had experienced security, and would thrust them into new 
experiences of alienation and destructive abandonment rather than freedom.  

The kind of freedom without form, liberty taken as license—drug use,1 “free sex”, rebellion 
against authority, dangerous social experimentation in cults, the occult, nihilistic philosophies, 
and Eastern mysticisms (especially of the more dangerous types like Kundalini yoga)—resulted 
in breakdowns of marriages, many unwed pregnancies and abortions, children damaged by 
divorce, minds confused by drugs, and more. This would leave so many of the Woodstock 
Generation feeling like Richie Haven’s “motherless child.” Many of the generation literally left 
behind motherless children, crying in the night; many literally became childless mothers who 
cried many nights away.  

Joni Mitchell, one of the major 1960s songwriters, perfectly captured the spirit of Woodstock 
and the longings and philosophical themes it espoused and advanced in her song, “Woodstock,” 
 

I came upon a child of god 
He was walking along the road 
And I asked him, where are you going 
And this he told me 
I’m going on down to Yasgur’s farm 
I’m going to join in a rock n roll band 
I’m going to camp out on the land 
I’m going to try an get my soul free 
 

We are stardust 

                                                        
1 Timothy Leary, the Harvard professor turned prophet of mind expansion and priest of LSD, advocated a 

new “Fifth Freedom”—“the freedom to expand your own consciousness,” and thus to escape from the constraints of 
society, and from rationality itself (Foner 1998:293). Those who followed in the drug idealism embodied a complete 
reaction to the kind of kind of accumulation of material things and consumption represented by utilitarianism. 
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We are golden 
We are billion-year-old carbon 
And we’ve got to get ourselves 
Back to the garden 
 

Then can I walk beside you 
I have come here to lose the smog 
And I feel to be a cog in something turning 
Well maybe it is just the time of year 
Or maybe its the time of man 
I dont know who l am 
But you know life is for learning 
 

We are stardust 
We are golden 
We are billion-year-old carbon 
And we’ve got to get ourselves 
Back to the garden 
 

By the time we got to Woodstock 
We were half a million strong 
And everywhere there was song and celebration 
And I dreamed I saw the bombers 
Riding shotgun in the sky 
And they were turning into butterflies 
Above our nation 
 

We are stardust 
We are golden 
We are caught in the devil’s bargain 
And we’ve got to get ourselves 
Back to the garden 

(Joni Mitchell, “Woodstock,” Ladies of the Canyon (Warner Brothers Records, 1970) 
 

 
Note the aspirations and ideals expressed in the song: 
 

• The first aspiration of this generation’s “child of God” is to set his or her soul free 
(freedom is the core American value, even for a revolutionary generation). 

• The refrain, “We are stardust…” expresses idealism and the myth that the “Woodstock 
Generation” (the privileged, entitled 76 million baby-boomers) is special, chosen, 
“stardust,” “golden”…”by the time we got to Woodstock, we were a half a million 
strong”) 

• Peace; the aspiration not just to end the Vietnam War, but to turn all weapons of war into 
butterflies so as to end all wars (“make love not war”).  

• An idealistic hope for a new world, to “get back to the garden.” But note that aspiration is 
to “get ourselves back to the Garden” (Eden or some semblance of it); this is a 
humanistic, self-salvation (we create our own paradise).  
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• The belief in the biological evolutionary origins of humanity from carbon life forms 
billions of years ago (Darwinian Evolution). 

• Not surprisingly then, she expresses the identity crisis of the generation (“I feel like I’m a 
cog in something turning…. And I don’t know who I am, but life is for learning”). The 
identities crises of the 1960s fueled new frontiers of individualism (self-discovery, self-
crafting, self-realization, self-fulfillment projects). 

 

Nearly all the themes of the 1960s counterculture and the later Eastern-religious-oriented 
New Age movement that developed in the 1970s, are adumbrated here. 

Os Guinness, who fully participated in the sixties’ culture, speaks of the irrational drives of 
the time thus,  

 
…this Dionysian impulse inspired those of us in the sixties’ generation to drink deeply from 
old Romantic dreams and flirt crazily with the abyss. …Every day could be Mardi Gras. 
Every enterprise a flight to the sun. The fate of Icarus was a classical, not a Romantic, 
concern (1993:97).  

 
Yet, the early deaths of Janis Joplin, Jimmi Hendrix, and The Doors lead singer Jim Morrison 

on drugs were only the more famous tragedies of the era’s excesses. In fact, Morrison’s death in 
1971 at the age of twenty-eight coincided with the death of idealism in the counterculture. He 
was a serious poet, who lived and died consistently with his philosophy, as quoted here, 
 

I’ve always been attracted to ideas that were about revolt against authority. I like ideas about 
the breaking away or overthrowing of established order. I am interested in anything about 
revolt, disorder, chaos - especially activity that seems to have no meaning. It seems to me to 
be the road toward freedom - external revolt is a way to bring about internal freedom 
(Morrison 1967).  

 

Here is a philosophy of unrestrained freedom, freedom with no form whatever; unrestrained 
expression as the way to freedom. This of course leads to nihilism, chaos and death. The irony 
here is that in seeking more freedom, freedom beyond the forms in which it is found, the 
Woodstock generation ended with less and were left bereft, some ending up with none at all. 
  It was as though American woke up in the early 1970s, with a hangover, bleary-eyed, asking 
“What happened?” The decade of the 1970s, often dubbed “The Me Decade,” would involve a 
mainstreaming, packaging and marketing of much of the narcissistic expressivism unleashed in 
the 1960s. Just one these streams, but a major one, of the late 1960s was the “sexual revolution.” 
As some wit said “In 1960s, America unbuttoned.” This can be seen in the history of American 
television –in the early 1960s, Father Knows Best, and Leave It to Beaver modeled very 
conservative sexual ethics, in contrast to current popular series such as Sex and the City and 
Friends. What were once vices are now habits. We can say with Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, 
“Toto, I have a feeling we are not in Kansas anymore.”  
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Table 3: 
The shift to the psychological regime in moral education 

 
American Historic 
Period and Key Figures 
or Movements 

Moral Sources for 
Philosophy of Education 

Locus of Moral Education 
(Character Formation) 

 
Colonial Era, 
Cotton Mather 

Puritan Calvinist: 
Biblical Moral Sources 

Family primary 
Local church secondary 

 
Early 19th Cent., 
Robert Raikes, Rise of 
Sunday School 

Broader Protestantism, 
Mc Guffey Readers of 
1836: 
Biblical Moral Sources 
 

Family primary 
Local church 
Common Schools formed to 
supplement 

 
Middle 19th Cent.,  
Impact of 
Industrialization 

Pan-Protestantism, and 
Civic Idealism: 
Protestant and Civic Moral 
Sources 

Sunday Schools 
Local Church 
Public State sponsored 
schools 

 
Late 19th Cent., 
Horace Bushnell, Horace 
Mann 

Civil Religion, 
Enlightenment Idealism, 
Liberally revised Mc 
Guffey Readers of 1979: 
Civil Religion and 
Disengaged Reason as 
Moral Sources 

Public School 
Local church, and family 
(secondary) 

 
Early 20th Cent., 
John Dewey, Schools 
secularized, Religious 
teaching privatized 

Progressivism, 
Disengaged Reason, Nature 
and Subjective Experience 
as Moral Sources 

Public Schools  
Youth Organizations 
(MCA, BSA, GSA, etc.) 
Local Church and Family 
(secondary or tertiary) 

 
Late 20th Cent. 
Dominance of the 
Psychological Regime 

The Psychological Regime, 
Psychological Humanism, 
relativism, values 
clarification, self-esteem 
Disengaged Reason, Nature 
and Subjective Experience 
as Moral Sources 

Public Schools 
Reactive Rise of home 
schooling movement, 
Christian schools, still 
influenced by psychological 
regime. 
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Figure 7: 

Western culture strands and Bellah’s four strands in late modern America 
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Table 4: 
The shift away from the American founders’ ordering of faith and freedom 

 
1620s – 1780s 1790s – 1960s 1960s  – present 
The “Great Experiment” 
Birthed 

The “Great Experiment” 
Flourishes 
-The “eternal triangle” of 
faith, virtue, and freedom in 
symbiosis 

The “Great Open - Ended 
Experiment”? 
-Radical Individualism (in two 
frontiers of experimentation)  
-The Brave New Biology 
-Proceduralism in law 
-Therapeutic state legitimation 

Winning Freedom Ordering and Sustaining 
Freedom 

Sustaining Freedom? 

Colonization Americanization  
(E. Pluribus Unum), Melting 
Pot Model of assimilation 

-Ideological  
Multiculturalism (Mosaic 
Model, or Salad Bowl 
displaces Melting Pot) 
-“Pluribus” without “Unum” 

Folkways of Liberty and 
Freedom 

Ordered Liberty  
Freedom within Forms 

-Increasing License 
-Freedom from Forms 
Increasingly Sought 
-Shrunken Domain of 
“Obedience to the 
Unenforceable” 
-ACLU’s version of Liberty 

Biblical Religion Established Religion Disestablished 
- The First Amendment 

Biblical Religion Disparaged 
by Political Left: “Tolerance” 
enforced (presumed liberal 
neutrality) as chief value to 
govern all values.  

The Sacred Public Square The Civil Public Square 
 

The Naked Public Square 
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Figure 8: 
Spiraling approach of this study (part 2) 
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TABLE 5  
 

SHIFTING DOWN GRID: FROM RELATIVELY HIERARCHIST TOWARD 
INDIVIDUALIST SOCIAL GAME 

 
Informant 
Number 

Early Religious 
Background 

First Church  
Switch  

Second 
Church 
Switch 

Vineyard 
Christian 
Fellowship 

1 Presbyterian Calvary Chapel  Vineyard 
3 Roman Catholic Melodyland  Vineyard 
21 Unchurched Jesus Movement Calvary 

Chapel 
Vineyard 

22 Methodist Jesus Movement Assemblies 
of God 

Vineyard 

6 Roman Catholic Melodyland  Vineyard 
7 Presbyterian Melodyland  Vineyard 
8 Roman Catholic Episcopal  Vineyard 
9 Assemblies of 

God 
Melodyland  Vineyard 

24 Orthodox 
Presbyterian 

Calvary Chapel  Vineyard 

13 Protestant Calvary Chapel  Vineyard 
14 Jewish Protestant Non-

Denom.Evangelical 
 Vineyard 

16 Church of Christ Jesus Movement Calvary 
Chapel 

Vineyard 

17 Methodist Calvary Chapel  Vineyard 
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THE SOCIAL STRUCTURAL DIMENSION OF CULTURE:   
INDIVIDUALISM AND COLLECTIVISM 

 
The nature of culture reveals at least three variables, systems, or dimensions. One dimension 

is the realm of ideas, whether they be the great religious traditions (Jewish, Christian, Islamic, 
Hinduism), or those of the high academic or formal philosophical schools, or the folk religion 
and folkways a people.  

A second dimension is the material or economic system comprising labor, property, money 
and interests. The third dimension is the social structural system (Lingenfelter 1996). In this 
study I am concerned with the individualism-collectivism aspect of social structure. I will 
analyze individualism as the major social structural system in America.2  

In this study, drawing from my larger doctoral dissertation, I bring my analysis of the first 
dimension—ideas— to bear upon the third dimension: social structure, in order to thicken my 
assessment social structure in late modern America. But first, I discuss the social structure 
dimension. 

Triandis has done extensive study of individualism and collectivism3 across many cultures 
(1995). He states, “The majority of the world, roughly 70% of the population, is collectivist, and 
many in these groups disagree with Western views” (1995:13). The 30% of world population 
that are individualist are mostly in North America, Northern and Western Europe, and the British 
Commonwealth countries. 

A helpful analogy as to cultural systems can be drawn from the field of computer science. Just 
as a computer has a disk operating system (known as DOS), so societies have operating systems. 
They can also be conceived of on the analogy of a genetic program, or like the DNA code. These 
systems are usually not articulated, but are at the unconscious level. Robert Bellah, drawing from 
Clifford Geertz, calls them “deep cultural codes” (2002:13-14). America’s “operating system” is 
individualism. America’s social structural “DNA” is individualism.  
 
Social Structure Types Evaluated 
 

So, how do we define individualism? It is most helpful to define it by describing and 
depicting it in relation to its opposite in social structure—“collectivism,” (or “communalism,” or 
a “high-group” social structure). 

There are both individualistic and collectivistic tendencies in every culture and, in fact, even 
within each individual (Triandis 1995:xiii). Yet, every society is characterized by a social 
structure somewhere on a continuum between very high group (collectivist) and very low group 

                                                        
2 I recognize that there are institutions, systems, lifestyle enclaves, and other groups in the vast and diverse 

country of modern America that are not individualistic in structure. Lingenfelter, following Thompson, Ellis, and 
Wildavsky (Thompson 1990), claims that there are five distinct “ways of life” and “these five ways of life coexist 
with one another in every society and compete with one another for adherents” (Lingenfelter 1996:23). Yet while 
acknowledging this, we could assume for the sake of my argument, with Bellah (2002), that the foundational “deep 
cultural code” of American Protestantism, and the ensuing “Protestant-Liberal Synthesis” (Block 2002), set America 
on a trajectory making individualism dominant, and toward a “monoculture” of individualism (Bellah 2002:7) by the 
late twentieth century. 

 
3 The term “collectivism” may connote to some the political notions of Marxist-Leninist ideology. I do not 

intend that meaning here, but use the term in the anthropological sense. It could also be termed “communalism.” I 
mean “high group” cultures. 
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(individualist). Both individualism and collectivism have strengths and weaknesses. Social 
structure in and of itself is not intrinsically moral or immoral. These structures, or patterns, come 
to have moral valence when they are stressed or pushed by other factors toward extreme forms or 
toward exascerbating their weaknesses in a destructive direction by factors such as: threats, 
conflict, economic forces, beliefs, values or other worldview factors.  

Variables such as consumerism, the impact of powerful technologies (e.g. the computer 
revolution), the lack of ability to make moral sense and exert moral control over those 
technologies, and the loss of an stable ontology of the human (i.e. what is a human being?) in 
contemporary Western culture—these and other forces have converged to push individualism in 
destructive directions in late modern America.  

In this study I argue that the ideas dimension of culture has shifted significantly in the late 
twentieth century so as to render exactly this result—driving individualism in destructive 
directions. 
 
 
Characteristics of Collectivism and Individualism 
 

I present here a general description of both collectivist and individualist social structure, and 
values deriving or accompanying each, from an anthropological and social psychological 
perspective. Tendencies toward collectivism and individualism exist in every society in varying 
degrees, and that one could plot various societies in the world on continuum from extremely 
collectivist to extremely individualist (the latter being where the United States falls). However, a 
given society will usually feature either predominantly collectivist or predominantly individualist 
characteristics.  

Triandis’s extensive study of individualism and collectivism identifies two major factors at 
play in defining a society in these terms, or in shifting it from individualism to collectivism or 
vice-versa—cultural complexity and affluence. Economies that are based on considerably 
diverse functional specialization of jobs produce cultural complexity, and wealth frees people to 
do their own thing.  

Adding to these two major factors, Triandis’s study shows that individualism is a 
consequence of five factors—cultural complexity, affluence, cultural heterogeneity, social 
mobility and geographic mobility. Triandis holds that the prototypical collectivist social 
relationship is the family, and the prototypical individualist social relationship is the market (in 
Hurteau 2006:207-208). I will first describe collectivism and follow with individualism. 
 
 
Collectivism 
 

Most individuals begin life as collectivists, attached or bonded to their families both nuclear 
and extended, and to their clan, tribe or nation. In modern Western societies individuals move 
toward increasing degrees of detachment. Young adults leave home, choose a career of their 
own, often choose their own set of values separate from those of their family of origin.  

In pre-modern Western societies and in throughout history in Eastern societies, in Africa and 
Latin America, tribal and other high-group (communal or collectivist) societies, detachment is 
minimal. There is often belief in a primordial and sacral peoplehood, or religious community that 
has unquestioned authoritative claim upon the individual. There is the common assumption that 
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the peoplehood is an organic whole, and that this whole is more than the sum of its individual 
parts. As a result of this, there is an ethic of the common good. Individual personal goals are 
subordinated to those of the family, clan and/or tribe and nation. A social pattern of adherence to 
norms, duties, and obligations obtains.  

Moral sources are generally primordial, there are ascriptive social statuses and norms of 
authority and kinship reciprocity is practiced. One’s sense of self is constituted by community 
allegiances that precede the individual self.4 The sense of self is embedded and defined by the 
primary group, whereas in individualistic societies the self tends to be atomistic and privately 
defined.  

Collectivists tend to divide the world into ingroup(s) and outgroups (“us and them”), in which 
strong solidarity prevails within the ingroup, and few obligations or even negative obligations are 
assumed toward outgroups. Relationships with outgroup members are determined by the interests 
of the ingroup. 

An intensive project of socialization and tradition-transmission prevails, in collectivist 
societies, often with rites of initiation or investiture for young people transitioning into 
adulthood. Behavior is heavily influenced by group goals/needs, with individuals deeply 
embedded in interdependent relationships. Individuals do not terminate relationships unless they 
become extraordinarily costly. “People do not leave their collectives; they live and die within 
them” (Triandis 1995:xiii).  

Collectivist societies are “high-group” and “dyadic,” in contrast to individualist in terms of 
personal identity (Neyrey 1991). For an individualist, ego boundaries are distinct and end at the 
skin of the individual (Sire 1993:76). The ego boundaries of a person in a high group or dyadic 
culture are undifferentiated and often blend into those of the group. An “’I’ always connotes 
some ‘we’ (inclusive of the ‘I’)” (Neyrey 1991:74).  

People generally speak in solidarity with their collective, do not like to stand out from the 
group, or be exhibitionist. Social capital is valued over individual capital. Conscience is a group 
conscience, or the internalized values of the group residing in each individual of the group rather 
than personal subjective feelings, that is to say— subjectively chosen beliefs deriving from 
introspection and thus individually or idiosyncratically chosen. 

Marriage is a link with another collective, another family, and less a free private choice 
between two individuals. Extended families are important. Marriage is less based on emotions 
(romance), than on communal obligations. Divorce is rare. Children are reared to be loyal 
members of the collective, continuing in the faith and traditions of the community. The social 
capital of the ingroup is valued and sought prior to individual capital.  

The society is shame-based, rather than guilt-based, with value placed on family, or group 
honor and security. (Triandis 1995:xiii).  

A common saying among American children when I was growing up in the 1950s was “sticks 
and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me.” This expresses an individualist, 
autonomous idea of the self— it is assumed that all that can be hurt by words is the physical or 
                                                        

4 The folk adage, “blood is thicker than water” (water evaporates faster than blood) captures the truth of the 
enduring and powerful nature of primordial (or blood) loyalties in human history over more abstract liberal 
principles of individual rights or citizenship. When other factors (threats, ideological, economic) stress a highly 
collectivist society, it can turn destructive. Many of the genocidal atrocities of the twentieth century have reminded 
us of the lethal aspect of this reality (e.g the Balkans and Rwanda’s Hutu and Tutsi in the 1990s, or Iraq’s Shia, 
Sunnis, and Kurds in 2005-2007). The descent of Nazi Germany into such a primordial, blood-based and racist 
ideology resulting in the murder of millions, revealed the potential of primordial collectivist allegiances to 
overwhelm the thinner “water” of the Enlightenment liberal principle of modernity. 



 

  34 

outer shell of a person, the inner core of a person is thought to be inviolable, detached, and 
impervious. In high-group, or collectivist societies, just the opposite saying holds—“Wounds 
heal, but words hurt forever” (Seligman 2000:11). In this view the self is open to significant 
encounter with other selves, and meaningful interaction that affects one’s being because the 
individual is part of an organic or corporate whole. Thus collectivist societies tend to be honor 
and shame-based. 

Religion is generally a collective endeavor and integrated into the life of the community. It is 
not viewed as optional or voluntary but an unquestioned dimension of group identity. As to 
authority, a characteristic of “high superordination, and high subordination” prevails (Malina 
2001:125). 

In sum, collective societies are marked by reciprocity, tradition-keeping, corporate solidarity, 
duty and obligation to the group, equilibrium, security, bonded relationships, loyalty and mutual 
support, family and extended family centeredness, filial piety. An individual member’s behavior 
reflects on the whole group. Members do not expect to stand alone. The sense of self is the 
embedded self. Belonging is generally prioritized over beliefs individuals may hold. Types of 
self-concept most found in collectivist societies are “The Embedded Self”, and “The 
“Submerged Self” (See Glossary) 

 Negatives or weaknesses can be: group-think conformity, acquiescence, lack of creativity, 
and dependency, due to lack of sufficient distance of the self from community that would allow 
for reflection, stereotyping of others in their own ingroup as well in outgroups, and often a lack 
of understanding and concern for those in outgroups, and minimal sense of obligation or even 
hostility toward outgroups. 
 
 
Individualism 
 

Individualistic societies are largely a phenomenon of modernity and Western civilization. 
Belief in a primordial or sacral peoplehood is rare to non-existent in the modern West (the myth 
of the Aryan super race of the Nazi movement in Germany in the 1930s and 1940s was an 
aberration for the modern West; it was never believed by all the German people, and was used 
largely as a political power ideology).  

Communities are derivative and voluntary in an individualistic society. A social pattern of 
loosely linked individuals, independent of collectives prevails. There is no common assumption 
that the peoplehood is an organic whole, and that this whole is more than the sum of its 
individual parts. As a result of this, there is a weak (and at the extreme— non-existent) ethic of 
the common good. The primary unit of society is the individual not the group. In individualist 
societies, personal goals are placed prior in importance to collective goals.  

In contrast to people in a “dyadic”, or “high group” collectivist culture, individualist ego 
boundaries end at one’s skin. Young people soon learn to think of themselves as an “I,” 
representing one’s self, usually without an inclusive “we” assumed in solidarity behind the “I.” 
One’s sense of self is not necessarily constituted by allegiances that precede the individual self. 
Social behavior maximizes personal interests/fulfillment and depends on interpersonal social 
contracts (usually unspoken but assumed and practiced). If the cost of a relationship is greater 
than the enjoyment or benefits it provides, individuals drop the relationship (Triandis 1995:xiii).  

The authority of community and the sacred have minimal plausibility, and hence have a 
tenuous hold on individuals Moral sources are generally immanent rules of social exchange, 
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based on interest and utility maximization. One’s sense of self is constituted whatever moral 
sources chosen by disengaged reason. The self is in fact an instrumental self, as opposed to an 
authority and community constituted self. 

Marriage is conceived of as two individuated independent people finding a partner, usually 
exclusive of any one else, and making an exclusive, private decision. Marriage is often based on 
perception of personal fulfillment (romance, the Hollywood myth). Marriage in the modern West 
is frequently viewed as sustained by felt love, rather than based on the understanding that felt 
love is sustained and renewed by permanent marriage covenant. So when such felt “love” 
dissipates, a marriage is often deemed as at an end as well. It is contracted by the choice of two 
individuals often without consultation with or approval of the families involved. Divorce is 
frequent. Sexual activity is for personal satisfaction and pleasure, and increasingly— any kind of 
sex is acceptable between any consenting adults (of whatever gender).  

Focus is on the nuclear family, not the extended family or clan, and usually with very little 
thought to ancestors. In the modern West there is an increasing share of one-parent families, 
blended fragments of families, and experimental forms of families. Children are expected to 
become self-reliant, independent, and leave the parental home as soon as this is achieved. Often 
they move a great geographical distance from their parents. 

Freedom is viewed as both freedom from (negative) the restraints of the collective, and the 
freedom to (positive) pursue and achieve self-actualization. Stress is placed on privacy and 
personal rights, often above responsibilities to the group. Individual capital is sought prior to 
social capital. Wealth and knowledge are generally instrumental to personal ends. 

Persons often feel autonomous, and act autonomously. Individuals are willing to protrude 
from the group, to be unique, and strive to excel and achieve status. Success depends on ability, 
creating a kind of meritocracy. The society is more guilt based than honor and shame based.  

Conscience is generally individualized conscience--the result of individual psychological 
introspection, personal, and often idiosyncratic, based on individual choice of beliefs and morals. 
This is expressed in the folk saying, “Let your own conscience be your guide.” 

Religion is generally viewed and practiced as an optional and voluntary part of life. Religion 
is not integrated in a holistic way into the life of the community, but is a separate and private 
pursuit.  

In sum, individualistic societies are marked by distance from members of ingroups (with 
ingroups themselves being weak), “emotional detachment, and competition,” self-reliance, 
bravery, creativity, achievement orientation, high concern for individual rights and privacy, 
competence, freedom from restraint, personal success orientation, orientation toward 
instrumental mastery (dominate people, things, and environment), geographic mobility, social 
mobility, self-definition by what one does (work and achievement), more than ingroup 
membership and belonging. An individual’s behavior is thought to reflect upon the individual 
alone, not on the group. Beliefs an individual may hold are often prized above group belonging.  

Negatives or weaknesses can be: high stress due to high competition, status and wealth 
seeking, inequality, loneliness, anomie, annui, angst, violence, conflict with and breakdown of 
families, and the disorientation and moral decline of individuals due to that stress and isolation, 
and vulnerability to strong ideologies and magnetic leaders who promise group meaning and 
purpose which individualists normally lack (Malina 2001:121-123). Types of self-concept most 
found in collectivist societies are “The Autonmous Self,” “The Unencumbered Self,” and “The 
Deep Interior Self” (See Glossary).  
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Though somewhat hyperbolic and generalized, Lawler offers a summary description of what I 
term “radical individualism,” but what he calls “the American individual today,” 
 

To think of oneself as an individual is to think in the first person, or to think that 
everything exists for me. To be an individual is to be a free agent, unencumbered 
by church, country, family, friendship, love, or any other form of social or 
communal duty. The individual—as individual— is the center of the universe. 
Nothing existed before me, and when I am gone all is gone. Every moment of my 
life should be determined by calculation concerning what is best for me, and so all 
my human connections should be the product of conscious and selfish consent. I 
surrender my freedom as soon as I think of myself as a part of a whole greater 
than myself or lose my mind in love with someone else (2005:xi). 

 
 
Types of Individualism 

 
The term individualism is used in a variety of senses. I will stipulate five for this study. These 

forms of individualism are not articulated views—as if someone might say, “Oh, I am an 
ontological individualist,” or “ I am a utilitarian individualist.” These are better understood as 
practices, or patterns of practice, produced by worldview themes and assumptions that are held 
unconsciously (pre-reflectively), implicitly, and are unarticulated. Here I describe some variants: 
 

 Biblical Individualism or Individuality- Best termed “the Biblical view of Individuality, ” 
this is the Biblical understanding of the nature and dignity of the human beings as sui generis, 
created as persons in the image and likeness of a personal God (Genesis 1:26-28), and has such 
uniquely endowed with capability for personal relationship with God. Because the Creator has 
endowed each self with His likeness, there is therefore a given and constant essence of human 
nature; it is not protean or plastic so as to be constructed and desconstructed without limits. The 
greatest commandment of Scripture—“You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, 
soul and mind” (Deuteronomy 6:5; Matthew 22:37)—names that (vertical) constitutive 
relationship. This view affirms the unique individuality and dignity of each human person—as 
unique as his or her fingerprints—and the sanctity of human life from conception to natural 
death. The second greatest commandment of Scripture—“You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself”(Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 22:39)—names the second (and horizontal) constitutive 
relationship: the responsible love of neighbor. As God exists in Three Persons, such that love and 
relationality are essential features of His nature; so humans bears an essential and constitutive 
sociality. This view thus assumes a social realism (where the social whole is more than the sum 
of its individual parts; and not merely as a literary personification or an ideal), or corporate 
solidarity, and a Hebraic “corporate personality” as explicated from the Hebrew Scriptures by H. 
Wheeler Robinson (1980), and by the Pauline view of all humans being “in Adam” or “in 
Christ,” (Romans 5:12-19) where the corporate whole is represented by an individual, and the 
individual is in the corporate whole; and the concept of the Body of Christ (I Corinthians 12). 
There is no atomistic individual, but the individual-in-community. Emphasizing, the centrality of 
relationship, the Biblical narrative of creation begins neither with a large anonymous collective 
nor an solitary individual; but with Adam and Eve—two persons in intimate I-Thou relationship 
with both their Creator and each other. Both these essential relationships—vertical and 
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horizontal—constitute individual identity. The self-concept most accompanying this view is 
“The Embedded Self,” (See Glossary), but with a high view of both the individual and the 
collective 
 

Ontological Individualism- Traced to Hobbes, and on the analogy of physics, this is the view 
that each individual is like an atom, existing in a prior “state of nature” in a “war of all against 
all.” The individual has primary reality, whereas society or the collective is “a second-order, 
derived or artificial construct” (Bellah 1996:334). This assumes and produces the atomistic 
individual, as expressed in self-concept, and social practice. Locke’s influence in this view is 
major and is described as, “the individual is prior to society, which comes into existence only 
through the voluntary contract of individuals trying to maximize their own self-interest” 
(1996:143). The general ethos of Darwinian evolutionary biology, and/or sociobiology, adds 
another layer influencing this view— those who accept the Darwinian worldview (wherein 
humans are evolved animals) generally think of themselves as of less significance in that there is 
no personal God to care about particular human beings as precious. No objective morals or 
transcendent moral sources exist in this view; laws are considered sociological (created only by 
human contrivance, not as derived from transcendent sources). Individuals only agree to rules of 
social conduct when they believe them to enhance self-interest and advantage. This view is 
assumed and shared, at various levels, by the following three definitions. 

 
Utilitarian Individualism- The view that individuals should pursue their maximum self-

interest, and when they do, theoretically, the social good automatically emerges. A strong strand 
in the American national character, it is the Lockean social contract ideology as it is worked out 
largely in the economic dimension. As stated by Adam Smith scholar, and Nobel Laureate, 
George Stigler, each individual is “essentially a utility maximizer” (Machan 1993:1). According 
to the seminal utilitarians, such as Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-
1876), society should aim to maximize the total utility of individuals, aiming for "the greatest 
happiness for the greatest number." This is generally known as the utilitarian calculus. A more 
specific means of calculating this is the hedonic calculus, where the relative pleasure of an action 
of choice is measured against the relative pain, so one can then choose pleasure. Utilitarianism 
tends toward undermining all moral rules but it's own, especially when there are no transcendent 
moral sources to guide it. And without those moral rules, what does "good" possibly mean in 
"good for the greatest number?" Hence the good becomes reduced to whatever each person 
determines to be good for his or her personal maximization. In practice, it is each individual 
choosing to do what will improve his or her situation, and help him or her “get ahead.” 
Individualism thus shapes utilitarianism in late modern America. Utilitarian individualism in the 
economic sphere is well represented by Benjamin Franklin, as the “archetypal poor boy who 
made it good.” (Bellah 1996:32). This is expressed in the Horatio Alger stories of rags to riches, 
in American folk sayings such as “he is a self-made man,” or “he pulled himself up by his boot 
straps,” and in the “rugged individualism” expressed in the Old West mythic ideal. The sense of 
self generally accompanying this mode is “The Autonomous Self” or “The Unencumbered Self” 
(see Glossary). 

 
Expressive Individualism- This version developed from the Romantic movement of the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in reaction to the grim realities of utilitarian individualism. It 
was given form and strength n American culture through the legacy of Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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and Walt Whitman. The American versions of modern psychotherapy and the therapeutic ethos, 
especially after the 1960s, have further reinforced this. This form assumes all persons have a 
unique, and highly prized, deep interior self, a core of intuitions and feelings, which they have an 
inherent right to cultivate and express, and that in so doing they attain true personal liberation 
and fulfillment. Further, it holds that every one has a true inner self, the “real me,” which, when 
and if it is liberated from all that social forces have imposed upon it, can be discovered. It holds 
that social or cultural repression are the source of human problems and mental illness, and that 
self-esteem is essential for human creativity and moral development. Practically, it is choosing 
what is perceived to make one feel good, most always in the framework of short-term 
gratification. It is expressed in folk sayings such as “Be true to yourself,” “Find your true self,” 
“I gotta be me,” “Let it all hang out,” “Whatever,” and “Just do it.” The sense of self generally 
accompanying this mode is “The Deep Interior Self” or “The Unencumbered Self” (see 
Glossary). 

 
 Radical Individualism- This generally assumes, in practice if not philosophically 

articulated, ontological individualism, This assumes all the characteristics of “Individualism” as 
described above, but pushed to further extremes. This practice may include the most extreme and 
isolating sensibilities and patterns of both utilitarian and expressive individualism, resulting in an 
atomistic individual. Individuals only agree to rules of social order and conduct when they 
believe them to enhance self-interest and advantage. It assumes an unhindered pursuit of pleasure 
as a good, and that there should be no limits to the gratification of the self, as long as it such 
gratification does not encroach upon other’s self-gratification. This militates against marriage 
and community, and brings individuals into conflict, alienation from each other, experiences of 
angst, loneliness and isolation. Often there is the pursuit of litigation to press a broad range of 
real and presumed personal rights when they have the resources to go to courts. It is well 
illustrated by a quote from Margaret Thatcher who said, “There is no such thing as society; there 
are only individual men and women and there are families.” The self-concepts generally 
accompanying this mode is “The Autonomous Self” and/or “The Unencumbered Self,” and/or 
“The Deep Interior Self,” and/or “The Antinomian Self” (see Glossary). 
 
 
Empirical Study: The Grid and Group Model of Culture Analysis 

 
 The grid-group model is a socio-cultural theory that explains how culture works based on 

classifying two primary dimensions of social structure.5 I will give a brief summary of the theory 
here. 

Grid- The vertical axis on the grid-group graph depicting on a continuum the range of 
distinctions: social rules, statuses, positions and roles by which people structure themselves in 
social life. High grid depicts a society highly structured by these norms, with positions and ranks 
of individuals clearly defined, thus constraining the individual. Low grid depicts a loosely 

                                                        
5 Mary Douglas (1921-2007), a British anthropologist, is the originator of the grid-group model. After her 

return from fieldwork in Africa, Douglas began to think more deeply about the processes of classification in culture. 
In Purity and Danger (1966), she presented her ideas on the social basis of pollution beliefs. Her thinking became 
systematic with the publication of Natural Symbols (1970). This book, published in a second edition in 1982, plus a 
seminal essay on the grid-group theoretical framework in a chapter entitled “Cultural Bias” in her book In the 
Active Voice (1982), together comprise the theoretical basis of the method. 
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structured society, where position and rank is less clearly defined, is negotiable and may be fluid, 
giving the individual more autonomy. 

Group- The horizontal axis on the grid-group graph depicts on a continuum the degree of 
bonding of the individual to the group. Strong group depicts a tightly bonded group, with clear 
boundaries erected between those in the group (the ingroup) and outsiders, thus constraining 
individuals. Weak group depicts a loosely bonded group in which individuals are highly 
autonomous, with few group boundaries or binding linkages to constrain them to intra-group 
activity. 

In the course of this study when I use the terms “culture theory,” “grid,” “group,” “high grid,” 
or “high group,” “low grid,” or “low group,” it will be in reference to this theory. FIGURE 4 
displays the axes of grid and group.  
 
 

 
 
GRID-GROUP AXES AND QUADRANTS 
 

When the two axes are overlaid, four quadrants then emerge with distinct social structural 
characteristics. Clockwise from lower left:  
 

Low Grid/Low Group: Individualist (A) 
High Grid/Low Group: Authoritarian or Bureaucratic (B) 

High Grid/ High Group: Hierarchist or Corporate (C) 
Low Grid/High Group: Collectivist or Egalitarian (D) 
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B) Slavery (Authoritarian) 
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C) Hierarchy (Corporate) 
 
Limited 
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A) Anarchy (Individualist) 
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METEORIC 
 

D) Equity (Egalitarian) 
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Discontinuous 
 
CHARISMATIC 

 
 
 
 

FIGURE 10 
 

STYLES OF LEADERSHIP BY POLITICAL REGIMES 
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CONCLUSION: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RECOVERY OF ECCLESIAL 
AUTHORITY IN THE AMERICAN EVANGELICAL MOVEMENT AND 
MISSIOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
NOTE: These constructive proposals from the CONCLUSION in the TABLE OF CONTENTS 
will be presented in a later document and presentation, with 2010 updated additional sections in 
italics 
 
Moral Sources: Development of a Robust and Relevant Biblical Anthropology 

Essential Sociality of the Human 
Social Basic-Relation 
Communal Scripture Reading, and Recovery of Orality Arts (storying) 
General Self-Concept: The Reciprocating Self as the Developmental Goal of Individual 
Human Life 

Ecclesial Authority Form(s): Development of Authoritative Ecclesial Communities 
Redefining and Embracing True Authority and Its Sources 
Freedom Within the Form of Covenant 
Freedom Within the Form of Mutual Service 
Recovery of Biblical Ecclesial Discipline 
Consideration of James Davison Hunter’s “Faithful Presence” (a “Post-Political Witness” 
that brings corrective to the political strategies of “Christian Right,” the “Christian Left” 
and the “Neo-Anabaptists.” 
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GLOSSARY 
 
Moral Sources – the moral goods, or first principles, or spiritual powers, recognized as 
authoritative and/or empowering, to which persons or groups turn for guidance, meaning, 
legitimacy or empowerment. All human societies, and each individual person, generally seek 
some higher source, or recourse—whether personal or impersonal, internal or external, 
underpinning or over-arching—to which they turn for meaning, guidance, comfort, moral 
justification or authorization, hope for fulfillment of aspirations, or empowerment for their 
decisions in life activities and for understanding their lives in the world. Following Taylor, I term 
these sources or recourses to which persons turn as “moral sources”(1989). These ascribed moral 
sources to which humans turn for authority, to which they entrust themselves, commit to, appeal 
to, invoke, petition or pray to, are a major factor in defining their identity and sense of self. 
Generally, there is a willing submission to moral sources, in that they are viewed by those who 
embrace them as having legitimate authority or power, in that they are what people draw upon in 
actuality, regardless of what they may say they draw upon, or would ideally like to draw upon. 

Moral sources are the “constitutive goods insofar as we turn to them in whatever way is 
appropriate to them—through contemplation, or invocation, or prayer, or whatever—for moral 
empowerment” (1989:310-311). This is a functional definition that applies to all societies and 
religious faith traditions.6 This notion overlaps with the notions of worldview or belief system, 
but its focus is less on philosophical or cognitive beliefs and more upon the actual sources and 
resources (including, but transcending the cognitive) to which people volitionally turn when need 
arises.  

Since humans are essentially moral beings, there exists an “inescapable framework” in which 
humans are oriented in moral space, such that moral commitments and identification with moral 
sources define individual and group identities. There is an essential existential connection 
between the moral sources by which people are oriented, and the sense of self that is resident in 
the individuals and/or in the group of which they are a part (Taylor 1989:3-54). Agency or 
agentic action is rooted in moral evaluation. Such habitual action, based on moral sources, 
organizes and constitutes the self. Taylor states in essence—where I stand in moral space tells 
me who I am.  
 
Nature (with a capital “N”)- The natural world, creation or the cosmos used as a moral source. 
In the premodern period, traditional and folk religions generally drew on moral sources 
immanent to Nature. The basis of folk religion was the unseen world of gods, spirits and forces 
of personified Nature. Nature—or the gods emerging from Nature—is the primary domain for 
moral sources in folk religion. Traditional religionists generally believed the fundamental force 
in Nature was natural fertility. An animistic and/or pantheistic worldview was pervasive, and 
thus the cosmos was often divinized and feminized. In short, Nature was enchanted. 

                                                        
6 Anthropologists usually tread in this domain when they seek to define religion or worldview. I have 

chosen to use the notion of “moral sources” in that it gives greater focus to human motions that are universal, even 
among those who profess no faith or religion. The notion of “moral sources” is similar to what is usually simply 
identified as “authority” in Christian theological terminology. Newbigin discusses sources of authority as either 
residing (for those who embrace His existence) in the transcendent personal Creator, as Divine Source and Author, 
or resulting from processes immanent within the created order or cosmos. In the latter case, what has superior 
strength is what ultimately matters. He observes that in this view, “power and authority are one and the same” 
(1996:1) He discussed four sources of mediation of Divine authority—Scripture, Tradition, Reason, and Experience.  
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  With the development of modernity, Nature was disenchanted and reduced to a Newtonian 
machine—nature with a small “n.” In the rationalistic and scientistic worldview, in which nature 
or the cosmos is perceived to be closed system of natural causes and effects, no supernatural 
intervention is given credence. This produces a secular naturalism in which a disenchanted 
nature is all there is, and is the ultimate moral source. Darwinian natural selection and 
sociobiology (in which human social behavior and human nature is understood as a consequence 
of adaptive mechanisms of biological evolution) become deterministic forms without freedom. 
These reduce humans to level of other biological life forms, as part of the system of nature.  

The postmodern shift has been in part a reaction to this modern determinism, and the 
perceived ecological crisis due to Western technological and consumerist exploitation of nature. 
With this has come a shift back toward a re-enchantment of nature, as Nature once again. Thus 
there is a return of pantheism, animism, goddess worship, and various mysticisms often classed 
under the rubric of the New Age movement. Extreme environmentalism and radical feminism are 
associated with these New Age beliefs.  

See FIGURE 4 for a tree and branch depiction of three large domains of moral sources for 
Western Culture and, and how the Instrumental Reason and Nature Within and Without are 
moral sources for the two major strands (utilitarian individualism, expressive individualism) that 
have become dominant in late modern America. 
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FIGURE 4 
 

THREE LARGE DOMAINS OF MORAL SOURCES IN THE MODERN WEST: TWO 
FRONTIERS OF EXPERIMENTATION 
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The Enlightenment: The Momentous Shift to Alternative Moral Sources- 
C.S. Lewis, in arguably one of the best modern defenses of an objective morality that is 
universal, sums up the transcendent moral sources in Western tradition, as what has been called 
“Natural Law,” “Traditional Morality,” “First Principles of Practical Reason,” “First Platitudes,” 
or simply “conscience,” and what he calls “The Tao” (1944:55-61).7 The notion converges with 
the Pauline principle of universal conscience, or the law written on the hearts of the gentiles 
(Romans 2:14-15).  

As a result of the Enlightenment, a critical mass was reached, tipping a large part of the 
general culture to new alternative moral sources. In European culture, from the arrival of 
Christianity to the Enlightenment, all credible moral sources involved God, and/or the “Tao” (in 
the Lewisian sense), as the constitutive Good. In the Enlightenment, functionally alternative 
moral sources emerge for the first time. This resulted in a shift to—a mechanistic cosmos, Deism 
(as the religion of rationality), an anthropocentric cosmos, and toward secularization. 
  Taylor attests that even up through the high Enlightenment, genuine atheism was very rare. 
People simply could not conceive of there not being a God, and most generally the God of 
Abraham. Thomas Hobbes was a shocking and disturbing outsider and was censured. Taylor 
notes that, “Our forbears were generally unruffled in their belief, because the sources they could 
envisage made unbelief incredible. The big development that has happened since then is the 
opening of other possible sources” (1989:312-313). 
The alternative moral sources that emerged—internalized and immanent— and that continue to 
prevail in Western culture at the turn of the twenty-first century, provide what Taylor calls, “two 
frontiers of moral exploration.”  

The first frontier lies within the human agent’s own powers of reason, that of ascertaining 
certainty of truth through instrumental reason through science. The second frontier of exploration 
is the “depths of nature,” that includes Nature out there, but also “as it is reflected within, in what 
wells up from my own nature, desires, sentiments, affinities,” or as in the Romantic movement, 
through expression and articulation of personal powers resident in human nature (Taylor 1989 
:314) (see Figure 4 and Figure 7). This was initially within a theistic framework, but disengaged 
reason soon became an independent source. 
A distinctive feature of the Enlightenment Deist cosmos was its decided anthropocentrism. As 
the rationalist Deist looked upon the increasingly ordered Newtonian cosmos and saw the 
handiwork of the Creator, the view shifted more toward emphasizing the nature of this Creator as 
chiefly (bordering on exclusively) benevolent toward his rational creatures. Taylor observes,  

 
What is striking about Deist views is that the human good in terms of whom 
God’s benevolence is defined is so self-contained. It is not that the reference to 
God is wholly absent, but it seems to be subordinate to a conception of happiness, 
which is defined, purely in creaturely terms. Happiness is the attaining of the 
things we by nature desire, or pleasure and the absence of pain (1989:267). 

                                                        
7 Lewis does not mean by the “Tao” exactly what ancient Chinese philosophy meant by it in that he applies 

it to Western sources, but it is close. The “Tao” is often translated as “The Way” in English. It refers to religion, 
morality, and/or duty. This has similarities to the Greek concept of the “Logos,” and the Indian concept of “Dharma” 
(though these are caste-specific duties, not universally identical). Lewis’s selection of this Eastern term emphasizes 
its universality, as does his application of it to Western premodern moral sources. 
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 This is a significant break, indeed an inversion of the traditional Hebraic-Biblical conception 

expressed in the “Shema” of the covenant of God with the people of Israel (Deuteronomy 4:6), 
where humans are summoned to listen to God. Biblically, the telos of humanity is that humans 
are created to love, serve and glorify God. In contrast to this, the Divine attribute of goodness is 
now in the Deist ethos conceived as consisting mainly in binging about human good and 
happiness. In place of humans being summoned to the foot of Mt. Sinai to listen to and obey 
God, the God of Deism is summoned to listen to and fulfill the desires of modern humans. Gone 
is the theocentric covenant of faith. Simplified, this rationalist religion becomes—God is there 
for humans. Constituting a radical shift in the classical Aristotelian and Christian teleology of the 
human, the Deist cosmos is a self-contained Natural Order for the purpose of human happiness. 
This momentous shift to internal moral sources is depicted in FIGURE 2 . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FIGURE 2  

 
THE SHIFT FROM EXTERNAL TO INTERNAL MORAL SOURCES 

 
Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man, published between 1732-1734, captures the Enlightenment 
Deist ethos,  
 

Know then thyself, presume not God to scan 
The proper study of mankind is man (1994:53). 
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Daniel Bell characterized the resulting modern assumption in the context of the Copernican 
revolution,  

 
What we have here is the social reversal of the Copernican revolution. If our 
planet is no longer the center of the physical universe and our earthly habitat is 
diminished in the horizons of Nature, then the ego, the self, takes the throne as the 
center of the moral universe, making itself the arbiter of all decisions. There are 
no doubts about the moral authority of the self, that is simply taken as a given. 
The only question is what constitutes fulfillment of the self (Bell 1990:46). 

 
MacIntyre analyzed the later Enlightenment philosophers’ attempts to construct a 

rationalistic (immanent, anthropocentric) justification for morality. His conclusions, in sum are 
as follows: Kant attempted this project by positing universal rational criteria above passion and 
emotion; Hume by way of passions apart from reason, and Kierkegaard through radical choice. 
All of these moral sources—disengaged reason, emotion or passion, and will—are internal. 
MacIntyre contends that they all failed in their projects (1981:36-61). When they rejected the 
notion of telos for human life (virtually always drawn prior to this time from transcendent moral 
sources, external to the human mind), what resulted was “emotivism.” MacIntyre asserts, 

 
 “Emotivism is the doctrine that all evaluative judgments and more specifically all 
moral judgments are nothing but (italics his) expressions of preference, 
expressions of attitude or feeling, insofar as they are moral or evaluative in 
character” (1981:11-12).  

 
This emotivist ethos fed the utilitarian individualist strand of American culture as relativism, 

and the expressive individualist strand as preference and to “the triumph of the therapeutic” 
(Rieff 1966). 

Depicted in TABLE 2 are five major domains of moral sources in the West, and a general of 
their location as external/transcendent or immanent/internal. 
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OR MOVEMENT 

Pagan, 
Folk, 
Traditional 
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Greek 
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Judeo-
Christian 
 

Enlightenment 
Rationalism 
(free rational 
agency) 

Romanticism 

TRANSCENDENT 
EXTERNAL 
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gods, 
Nature 
(enchanted), 
“the Tao” 
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Good, or 
gods, 
“the 
Tao” 

The God 
of 
Abraham, 
the Bible 

-none- Nature (re-
enchanted) 

IMMANENT 
INTERNAL 
MORAL 
SOURCES 
 

Immanent 
spirits, 
natural 
forces 

-none- The Holy 
Spirit 

Disengaged 
Reason, and 
nature 
(disenchanted, 
mechanistic) 

The Voice 
Within 
human nature 

 
TABLE 2 

 
THE MOMENTOUS ENLIGHTENMENT SHIFT TO ALTERNATIVE MORAL 

SOURCES 
 
 
 
 
Freedom and Form Dynamics- There is a form and freedom dynamic in the cosmos, and 
especially in socio-cultural life, in which freedom and form are always in symbiotic interplay. 
The interaction of freedom and various forms of control that inhibit freedom, though shifting, is 
a constant feature of human life and culture. From the political dimension consider: form without 
freedom (totalitarian control) generally pushes toward freedom without form (revolt, anarchy, 
license). This being unstable, the pendulum swings back to new form(s) without freedom, unless 
the more stable condition of freedom within form(s) is achieved.  

Since humans are moral beings and draw from moral sources that give them identity, every 
culture functions to organize the moral demands human make on themselves. This is normally 
the “cult” in a culture—religion sanctioned by ritual and symbolic systems of the community. 
Within a culture there are also ways to organize or facilitate socially acceptable “expressive 
remissions” by which people find release from the strain of conforming to the moral norms and 
demands. Reiff states, “The process by which a culture changes at its profoundest level may be 
traced in the shifting balance of controls and releases which constitute a system of moral 
demands” (1966:232-233). When a culture’s release impulse (freedom) breaks the moral norms 
and demands (form), the culture loses its balance or equilibrium. “A cultural revolution occurs 
when the releasing or remissive symbolic grows more compelling than the controlling one; then 
it is that the inherent tensions reach a breaking point” (1966:233-234).  
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Consequently, those in control (elites or leaders), or even others not previously in control, 
will sooner or later assert new forms of control. The collapse of the Roman Empire may be 
interpreted in this light— at the time of this breaking point or tipping point, and thus issuing into 
a period of liminality, Christianity stepped in with a new moral demand system to control the 
release impulse. Christianity then gradually gained in cultural authority in Europe. 

As a classic example, the French Revolution evidences a pattern of lurching from form 
without freedom (under King Louis XVI), to freedom without form (the unrestrained guillotines 
of the French Revolution), then back to a new authoritarian form without freedom (under the 
emperor Napoleon). By contrast, the American Revolution achieved a remarkable measure of 
freedom within form, or an ordered liberty that has lasted for at least the first two hundred years 
of the republic, 1776-1976. An argument of this study is that in late modernity many dimensions 
of contemporary American society are now pushing toward freedom without form, or in Reiff's 
language—the release impulse has grown stronger and more compelling than the restraining 
moral demand system. 

Another example adduced from the area of sexual practice is the form of marriage. If a man 
chooses freedom for sexual relations outside the form of marriage, this leads to the loss of the 
freedom to enjoy trust and peace within the marriage, and brings new forms of guilt, offense, 
breakdown and loss of the marriage form. Freedom to enjoy and fulfill the form of marriage is 
obtained only by abiding within the form of marriage. 

A Biblical passage that expresses the dynamic of freedom within form is Proverbs 29:18, 
“Where there is no vision, the people cast off restraint; but happy is he who keeps the law.” Here 
literally, to “cast off restraint” means to “go wild” (Hebrew- b’ayn chazon, y’parah am). Without 
a form of vision, or an authoritative agenda that captures the hearts and minds (here being the 
word or “law” of God), people are unrestrained or licentious. A helpful analogy is that of the 
freedom of a river to flow only within the form of the riverbanks, whereas with no banks it 
dissipates into the sands. Without the correct moral forms, people’s energies dissipate into 
dissolution. Freedom pushed to overflow its given forms dissipates under other oppressive forms. 
When freedom is unlimited, is absolutized or sought as a good above all else, it cannot be found. 

It must be stated that freedom cannot exist or flourish within just any form. Only such forms 
consistent with its, his or her, or their telos (the intended ontological purpose or design, and 
destiny of a person, entity or thing) can deliver authentic freedom. 
 
 
Freedom and Form in Genesis 1 – 11 
 

The Biblical book of origins depicts the Creator designing the cosmos in form and freedom. 
This record of origins reveals archetypal freedom within form(s) for all creation. There are 
distinctions and differentiations that constitute forms; and there is unity and diversity, diversity 
within unity, and unity within diversity.  

These forms and freedom give creation strength and beauty. In Genesis 1 and 2 God speaks 
in first person plurals that gave ground to early Christian expositions of the diversity-within-
unity of the Holy Trinity (Plantinga 1995:29). The character of the Creator then is viewed as 
grounding the unity and diversity of forms in His creation. God set about to progressively create 
forms—chemical, physical and geological, botanical, zoological and finally anthropological. 
Later, natural scientists would develop a great taxonomy of forms—Kingdom, Phylum, Class, 
Order, Family, Genus, Species—classifications by which the complex of forms comprising 
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diversity-within-unity, and unity-within-diversity, among the organisms could be identified. 
Artists throughout history have represented and shaped in countless ways these diverse forms.  

But the setting for this endeavor is a “formless void” (Genesis 1:2). All was chaotic, jumbled 
together, undifferentiated or one could say—freedom without form. Then God separated 
elements into distinct forms—light from darkness/day from night; water from land; sea creatures 
from land creatures from flying creatures. 
God also binds or unites forms together. He binds humans to the rest of creation as stewards and 
caretakers. He binds humans to Himself as His image-bearers. He binds each gender of the 
human to each other as a matching complementary pair. These binding forms both differentiate 
and unify, and give freedom for each to flourish according to its purpose within those created 
forms.  

Against this backdrop, we see the in Fall of Genesis 3 as anti-creational. Original forms are 
breached as freedom is pushed beyond proper form, or seized, outside the creational forms. 
There is a rupturing of bonds and blurring of distinctions. The humans want to be “like God, 
knowing good and evil,” but by such an over-reach they only rupture the bond they had with the 
Creator, alienating themselves from Him and from each other. Enacting the first “Christian 
Paradox,” they sought to aggrandize themselves but succeeded only in reducing themselves. 
They lost the freedom to flourish as they were intended to. Even the good and fruitful earth 
becomes their adversary (Genesis 3: 17-18; 4:12-14). 

Once the revolting wills are unleashed from the moral forms, the destructive unrestrained 
freedom of sin “rises in ominous crescendo”(Plantinga 1995:30). Adam and Eve’s pride trigger 
faithlessness, scapegoating and flight from God (Genesis 3: 4-5, 10, 12-13). Their first son 
extends his parents’ trajectory as Cain blames and murders his brother Abel, thus launching the 
history of envy, rage and homicide into the human family. Cain wanders as a fugitive in the 
lands east of Eden (Genesis 4:14-16). In those lands a descendent of Cain, Lamech, declares in 
vengeful and macho boast, “Adah and Zillah, hear my voice; you wives of Lamech, listen… I 
have killed a man for wounding me, a young man for striking me. If Cain is avenged sevenfold, 
truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold” (Genesis 4:23-24). As civilization grows, evil multiplies and 
metastasizes. 

Finally, as a result of evil filling the whole known world, God must send the Great Flood 
(Genesis 7), which obliterated the created distinctive forms that separated the water above and 
water beneath. The Flood overwhelms that safe place where creatures could pass between the 
waters on dry land. Prior to the Flood they had freely flourished within the providential forms. 
The Flood, a manifestation of chaos, is the end of the trajectory of disintegration that began with 
the revolt in Eden. The corruption of sin explodes and implodes creation, pushing it back to the 
pre-Edenic from which it came, the condition of a “formless void,” described in Genesis 1:2,  

Human and angelic moral will, grasping immorally for freedom from providential forms, had 
caused the whole world to revert back to the formlessness of chaos, a most dreaded kind of 
freedom from form. God appears to have allowed this principle to take its natural course. Paul 
would say of later generations “God gave them over” to the consequences of sin (Romans 1:24, 
26, 28). And Augustine would say, “Sin becomes the punishment of sin” (as quoted in Plantinga 
1995:33).  

Therefore, when this process had played itself out in rampant wickedness and anarchy, God 
began again with Noah and his family, preserving them from destruction because they had 
preserved God’s providential forms of morality. He worked through them to steward a new 
flourishing of the zoological forms of the original creation (Genesis 8). In God’s new beginning, 
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re-establishing freedoms within creational forms, God made covenant with Noah and his 
descendents, promising that He would not allow nature’s forms to ever again be destroyed by a 
flood, “While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, winter and summer, day 
and night shall not cease” (Genesis 8:22). 

As Noah’s family fulfilled God’s command to “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” 
(Genesis 9:1), God then instituted legal forms to protect this free flourishing of preserved human 
family, bearing His image. God said, “Whoever sheds man’s blood, by man shall his blood be 
shed; for in the image of God He made man” (Genesis 9:6). These early forms of law, 
transmitted orally for generations, adumbrated the later complete law code given to Israel by the 
hand of Moses after their liberation from Egypt millennia later. 
Many generations after Noah’s time, and the people of the earth again resisted and rejected 
God’s forms, while trying to create forms of their own.  

At the Tower of Babel, the clans wanted to “make a name for ourselves” and reach Heaven 
independently of God’s ways and forms (Genesis 11:1-9). These forms employed at Babel would 
not bring them the freedom of God’s intended flourishing, so God dissolved those forms and 
dispersed the people.  

But from those clans, God chose one, from the line of Shem, for His next new beginning—
Abram, the son of Terah (Genesis 11:27). In contrast to those who sought “to make a name for 
ourselves” at Babel, God promised Abram— “I will make your name great” (Genesis 12:2). Here 
God established His theocentric—later to be Christocentric—and faith-relationship form of 
salvation, in contrast to Babel’s auto-soteric form. Throughout human history auto-soteric forms 
of religion have been developed among the diverse cultures of humankind. However, the new 
trajectory of freedom within form was set. The people of Israel would travel a long journey of 
learning God’s form and freedom, their lessons being examples for the whole human race, before 
the Greatest Seed of Abraham would accomplish, in cruciform, the Greatest Freedom of All.  
 
Freedom and Form in Modernity and Postmodernity (Late Modernity)- 

The freedom and form dynamic in the context of modernity and postmodernity will be 
integral to this study. Some contextualizing of the concepts is therefore in order. Zygmunt 
Bauman has described postmodernity as “liquid modernity” in a work by that title (Bauman 
2000). He and British sociologist Anthony Giddens (1990) assert that the postmodern shift is 
more accurately understood as “hypermodernity,” or modernity ‘”turning in on itself,’” or the 
‘”modernization of modernity,’” or “high modernity,” in that the forces inherent in modernity are 
simply reaching the end of the beginning of its trajectory. In addition, the terms “postmodern,” 
“postmodernism,” have acquired multiple meanings, and thus stipulated definitions of these 
terms are necessary in any discussion. 
 The shift to modernity began in the Enlightenment era three centuries ago (as assessed in 
Chapter 1 above). The phenomenon identified by many as the postmodern shift is no less modern 
than the modern era when understood as Bauman and Giddens assess it. The postmodern is a 
high or late stage of modernity. Giddens states, 
 

The break with providential views of history, the dissolution of foundationalism…and the 
emptying out of progress by continuing change, are so different from the core perspectives of the 
Enlightenment as to warrant the view that far-reaching transitions have occurred. Yet referring to 
these as post-modernity is a mistake, which hampers an accurate understanding of their nature 
and implications. The disjunctions which have taken place should rather be seen as resulting 
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from the self-clarification of modern thought, as the remnants of tradition and the providential 
outlook are cleared away. We are not moving beyond modernity but are living precisely through 
a phase of its radicalization (Giddens 1990).  
 

Giddens holds that the discontinuities between any traditional or premodern period and the 
modern period are greater than any discontinuities between the early modern and late modern 
periods. In this study therefore, following Giddens and Bauman. I use the term “late modern” for 
the period others have called the “postmodern” period. Yet, there are real differences and 
changes in what is called the postmodern shift, or the shift to hypermodernity. I will give a brief 
descriptive summary therefore of early and late modernity, especially as they concern freedom 
and individualism. 
 
The Early Modern Period 
 

The great classical nineteenth century founders of sociology, Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim 
and Max Weber, all tended to explain the nature of modernity by “a single, overriding dynamic 
of transformation” (Giddens 1990:11). Generally put, Marx perceived it as capitalism; Durkheim 
as industrialization; and Weber as the Protestant work ethic, rationalization and bureaucracy. 
They looked for general causes, assuming a natural science paradigm. Bauman describes this 
early critical theory as “heavy,” “solid,” “ condensed,” and “systematic” (Bauman 2000:25).  

With the emergence of mechanical clocks and standard time zones, factories, assembly lines, 
and growing nation-state bureaucracies all seemed to homogenize society and diminish 
individual human agency. Traditional agrarian families, who had lived more with the elastic 
rhythms of nature and the seasons, were now faced with the pull toward urbanization and the 
mechanization and standardization in industry. These looming, seemingly totalitarian forces 
perceived as threateningly on the horizon, the objective and concern of social theory was to 
defend human autonomy and individual freedom of choice in the face of these threats. The 
modern autonomous self had already emerged, and it feared early industrial modernity’s threat of 
form without freedom. 

Through to the 1950s these threats seemed real. In the United States the Cold War period was 
a time of fearing the nuclear option, and the prospect of Communist totalitarianism expanding to 
take over the world. George Orwell warned the West of a repressive, dehumanizing state, the 
“Big Brother” in his dystopian fiction work Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). The fear of total 
annihilation by the atomic bomb caused the public school systems in the 1950s, and early 1960s 
to build fallout shelters, and run fallout shelter drills in case of nuclear attack. William H. Whyte, 
Jr.’s book The Organization Man (1956) warned both blue collar and white collar workers that 
their humanity may be swallowed up in “the organization,” and challenged people to rise up and 
wrench their individuality from the grip of the system. 

All of these conditions and fears were clearly consequences of the shift to modernity. 
However, if the cultural revolution of the 1960s and its powerful release of expressive 
individualism was the answer to the warning of mechanistic oppression in The Organization 
Man; then the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989 and the fall of the Berlin Wall, and all it 
symbolized, was perceived as the answer to warnings and forebodings of Nineteen Eighty-Four. 
8  
                                                        

8 The actual year 1984 passed without much fanfare. Bauman notes that Orwell’s work, that had “served 
for many decades…as the most authoritative catalogue of public fears,” quickly “sank back into oblivion once the 
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The Late Modern Period 

 
As the economic boom times of the 1980s transpired in the United States and then the 

perceived victory of capitalism over every other economic system in the early 1990s following 
the collapse of Soviet communism, some sociologists wrote glowingly to the effect that the end 
point, the telos, of human history had been reached, and perhaps the zenith point of human 
emancipation. Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man (1992), argued that 
rival ideologies like monarchy, fascism, socialism, and communism had all fallen, and that 
Western liberal democracy may constitute the “end point of mankind’s ideological evolution” 
and the “final form of human government,” and as such constituted the “end of history.”  

Once many Americans were “liberated” by the 1960s expressivist legacy from the fears of 
the “organization man,” there followed the massive production of wealth, led by Wall Street in 
the 1980s and by Silicon Valley’s hi- tech revolution in the 1990s, accelerated utilitarian 
individualism. 

Bauman and Giddens however, argue that the discontinuities between any traditional or 
premodern period and the modern period remain greater than any discontinuities between the 
early modern and late modern periods. Bauman says it well,  
 

What makes it [i.e. this late modern period, which in this study I define as 
emerging into mainstream American society the 1960s, my comment] as modern 
as it was a century or so ago is what sets modernity apart from all other historical 
periods of human cohabitation: the compulsive and obsessive, continuous, 
unstoppable, forever incomplete modernization [italics his]; the overwhelming 
and eradicable, unquenchable thirst for creative destruction (or destructive 
creativity, as the case may be: of ‘clearing the site’ in the name of a ‘new and 
improved’ design: of ‘dismantling,’ ‘cutting out,’ ‘phasing out.’ ‘merging,’ or 
‘downsizing,’ all for the sake of greater capacity for doing more of the same in the 
future— enhancing productivity or competitiveness) (2000:28).  

 
The old saying “constant change is here to stay” captures a key dimension of Bauman’s 

definition of modernity here. In the above quote he describes more the economic aspect of 
utilitarian individualism, as opposed to expressive individualism. So Bauman captures herein a 
key dimension of late modernity, though not the whole reality. 

Bauman observes that two factors make late modernity new and different. The first is that the 
grand utopian illusions of the twentieth century have collapsed; expectations for a perfect order 
attainable in the future have declined. The second is, “the deregulation and privatization of the 
modernizing tasks and duties. ” What was once perceived and believes to be the task of 
collective human reason, has now been “fragmented (‘individualized’), assigned to individual 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
media-led hype had ended,” because people no longer recognized the terrors of Orwell’s dystopia in their experience 
(2000:27). What is a striking is the fact that all the nuclear weapons stockpiled during the Cold War still exist, but 
ordinary Westerners seem relatively unconcerned. Though some of the fissionable material has downgraded, 
depending on half-life, nevertheless the club of nuclear nations is growing, and new weapons grade uranium is being 
produced and enriched. And all this is in the context of the post Cold War era and the thesis of the “clash of 
civilizations” (Huntington 1996). The events of “9-11” have traumatically demarcated and initiated the era of the 
“War on Terror,” and dangers arguably worse than those envisioned by Orwell. 
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guts and stamina, and left to individuals’ management and individually administered resources” 
(2000:29). Put succinctly, Bauman is naming the radicalization of individualism. 

The emphasis and burden of responsibility has shifted from society as a whole to the “self-
assertion of the individual,” from the “frame of the ‘just society’ to that of human rights, ” that is 
refocusing that discourse on the right of individuals to stay different and pick and choose at will 
their own models of happiness and fitting lifestyle.” Bauman asserts, “If the original modernity 
was top-heavy, the present-day modernity is light at the top,” having…ceded “the business of 
emancipation to the middle and bottom layers, to which most of the burden of continuous 
modernization has been relegated” (2000:29-30). This assessment sets the parameters for the 
discussion in this study of the radical individualism of late modernity. 

By his term “liquid modernity,” Bauman has provided a most illuminating metaphor for the 
dynamic of form and freedom in late modernity—that of solids and liquids in the physical world. 
Fluidity is the quality of liquids and gases, so their shape and positions are always changing. 
They do not resist or maintain their shape or position in the face of shearing forces or stresses. 
By contrast solids have a type of atomic bonding that holds the structures of solids together, in 
the face of varying degrees of shear force or stress. Thus the shape and position of solids are 
durable, consistent and persistent over time. Thus, “solids cancel time,” whereas, ” descriptions 
of fluids are all snapshots, and they need a date at the bottom of the picture (Bauman 2000:1-2).  
The fluidity of liquids is a metaphor for the flowing of freedom; and the stability of solids is a 
metaphor for the firmness of form(s) in the terms of this study. Bauman refers to the “melting of 
solids”, as referred to in the Communist Manifest,  
 

All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices 
and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before 
they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man 
is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life and his 
relations with his kind. 

 
Bauman notes that this is the “modern spirit,” expressed as “dethroning the past, first and 

foremost ‘tradition’—to wit, the sediment and residue of the past… the smashing of the 
protective armour forged of the beliefs and loyalties which allowed the solids to resist the 
liquefaction’” (Bauman 2000:3). For Marx, the solids were religion and the social and economic 
forms of the bourgeoisie. The writers of the Manifesto perhaps overlooked that in the physical 
world, before solids “melt” into a gas, they generally liquefy. The melting of solids meant these 
forms must and would give way, or liquefy, before the shear forces of rational calculation and 
control, or “rationalization” (Max Weber), or to the powers of “instrumental reason” (Charles 
Taylor). This was understood as liberation from the dead oppressive forms. 

The corrosive acids of modernity led to a continual melting of solids; to “the progressive 
untying of economy from its traditional political, ethical and cultural entanglements. It 
sedimented a new order, defined primarily in economic terms” (Bauman 2000:4). This economic 
order—which I will discuss below in Chapter 3 under the section Utilitarian Individualism, as 
the “commodification of everything” and as “McDonaldization”— is what, according to 
Bauman, “emerged out of the radical melting of the fetters and manacles rightly or wrongly 
suspected of limiting the individual freedom to choose and act.  

Bauman states that the rigidity in this new order, is the “artifact and sediment of the human 
agents’ freedom” (2000:5). He states that the melting of solids is “the permanent feature of 



 

  55 

modernity,” that ever more forms a thrown into the melting process and thus this stage of 
modernity he terms “fluid modernity” or “liquid modernity” (2000:6). The bonds that hold 
individuals together are increasingly dissolved, and thus they become free floating atoms, 
vulnerable to subjection to other forces from which the earlier forms had protected them. In other 
words, classical liberalism’s pursuit of maximum freedom for the individual has resulted in new 
rigid forms that limit freedom. 

So the late modern (or postmodern) self is still sovereign, but rather than the rationally 
certain, fixed form of the early modern self, this postmodern self is more fluid. It is vulnerable to 
the media, the ubiquitous flickering screens, images and sounds of the electronic and digital 
world, and of relentless advertising, such that the self creation 9or identity creation) accelerates 
as it is moved by, and identifies with these images. If the early modern self feared form without 
freedom, the postmodern self is afloat, sinking or swimming in a liquid world of freedom 
without form.  
 
 
Freedom Folkways and American “Habits of the Heart”- 

Philosophical notions and historical analyses of freedom do not fully reach the practices, or 
folkways in which ordinary Americans live out their values of freedom. Alexis de Tocqueville 
coined the term “habits of the heart” when studying American culture in the early 1830s. By this 
he meant the deeply ingrained, inherited values, customs, tradition and folkways of Americans—
being the actual moral sources and ideas to which they turn—as opposed to the abstract 
philosophical notions such as I have discussed above (Fischer 2005:3).  

It is to this folk level that one must look to understand the majority of Americans as they live 
out their lives, and as expressed in popular culture and carried in the mass media. Many of these 
folkways are expressed in the symbols and images such as those seen on state seals, flags and 
posters, and reduced to slogans and carried on placards in street demonstrations. 

I now discuss the relevant versions of freedom as folkways in late modern America. I offer 
here some versions in early America some of which are transmuted, or find echoes in later 
history in different terms and contexts but often with the same or similar ideological content.  

 
1. Early New England’s Liberty Trees—British concepts of freedom, traced back to the 

Magna Carta (1215), comprised the rule of law, the right to live under laws to which 
one’s community has consented, with checks on arbitrary exercise of political power, 
rights like trial by jury of one’s peers. The tree, in that it has roots, also symbolized the 
organic, high-group, nature of the community. The Puritans and others who were 
seriously religious held to Christian soul freedom. But as seen in the separatist movement 
from British control, the conflict with other immigrant communities and with Catholics, 
and in established religion with prohibition of dissent, and even slaveholding, it generally 
meant a striving for liberty and freedom for us, our community, not for all humanity, or 
even for all Christians (Fischer 2005:26-36).  

2. New York’s Liberty Poles—Being a more pluralist city and state of immigrants, chose the 
symbol of the Liberty Pole. Often the pileus, the cap or hat of the ancient Roman goddess 
of libertas, was placed on the pole. The ideas of liberty this expressed was independence, 
autonomy and separation. The diverse ethnic groups in New York were concerned that 
each be left alone, as an autonomous group among groups. A pole has no roots, and thus 
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expressed a less organic kind of liberty than that of the tightly-knit New England Liberty 
Tree free community. This was a more secular notion of freedom (Fischer 2005:41-43).  

3. Quaker Pennsylvania’s Bells—The vision of liberty and freedom of the Pennsylvania 
colony and Delaware Valley was that of freedom as a gift from God to all his children. 
The Quakers and radical Protestants embraced a broad ideal of equal freedom and 
reciprocal rights and obligations for all people. The Great Pennsylvania State House Bell, 
which came to be known in the nineteenth century as the “Liberty Bell” has the 
inscription, taken from Leviticus 25:10—“Proclaim Liberty throughout the land, and to 
all the inhabitants thereof” (Fischer 2005:51-54). 

4. South Carolina and the Low Country’s Liberty Crescents—The southern colonies, 
especially South Carolina and tidewater North Carolina, developed a distinctive blue flag 
bearing a crescent. The crescent was an ancient symbol, and was used by Islamic 
warriors, but also became a symbol of chivalry and courage in Europe, and used in coats 
of arms. In British heraldry in became distinguishing mark of a younger son, of which 
there were many who settled in America. But the Carolina crescent had another 
meaning—the Latin crescens means growing or increasing, and like the waxing moon, it 
was a symbol of freedom for expansive prosperity, growth, opportunity and fortune. This 
idea of optimism would become a common association of freedom and liberty. America 
as the land of opportunity, the place to seek one’s fortune, the “American Dream” was 
foreshadowed by this symbol (Fischer 2005:68-73). 

5. Backcountry Rattlesnake Liberty— In the eighteenth century, the western frontier, the 
backcountry was places like Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania. or Culpepper County, 
Virginia on the slopes of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Largely Scots-Irish emigrants on the 
then frontier, many joined the cause of the American Revolution as they were able. One 
backcountry fighting unit was “Captain John Proctor’s Independent Battalion.” Their 
large crimson flag had an image of a timber rattlesnake on it, which like the men who 
carried the flag, inhabited the wooded Appalachian mountains. Beneath the rattler was 
the motto, “Don’t Tread on Me.” At least six versions of this flag appeared during the 
Revolutionary period, and all had this motto, and it became very popular in the colonies. 
The European serpent had been a symbol of unity; in America it became a symbol of 
liberty, and a certain kind of liberty. A contemporary writer in the Pennsylvania Journal 
wrote “The rattlesnake is solitary, and associates with her kind only when it is necessary 
for their preservation.” Fischer notes, This was the only early American emblem of 
liberty and freedom to be cast in the first person singular.” This was a symbol of 
individual liberty, not like the collective symbols of belonging of New England’s Liberty 
Trees. It was like Patrick Henry’s famous cry “Give Me Liberty.” It warned the world, 
“Leave me alone, let me be, keep your distance, don’t tread on my turf.” The implication 
was that if you do tread on me, I will strike you with deadly venom. Liberty meant for the 
British borderers—and so the backcountry Americans—freedom from government, and 
the right to manage their own affairs their own way. They often called it “natural liberty.” 
The rattlesnake became a perfect symbol of people who wanted freedom from any 
imposed or obligatory forms. It could perhaps be considered the symbol of radical 
individualism, finding a late modern echo or resurgence since the 1960s (Fischer 
2005:75-82). 
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The folk traditions in American history not only combined the ideas of liberty and freedom, 
but also combined in many ways inventions of new versions of liberty and freedom. Historically, 
folk concepts of freedom combined both negative and positive ideas of freedom as discussed 
above. Some were closer to the classical idea of libertas, others to the northern European 
tradition of freiheit (Fischer 2005:12). Many traditions and ideas of various groups became 
braided together. Some strands of the braid at times became stronger and more dominant. I have 
argued that the strands of freedom represented by utilitarian and expressive individualism are 
dominant in America at the turn of the twenty-first century 

 
Self and/or Self-Concept- The center of human identity, involving the self-consciousness of a 
person, the unique interiority of a person; it is one’s descriptive attributes as perceived by one’s 
own personal perception. … “a person as an objects of one’s own activity. A person can act 
toward anything that is conceptualized as an object; therefore, if conceptualized as an object, 
one’s own self can be acted on” (Balswick, et al. [interpreting George Herbert Mead] 2005:81). 
It refers to more than simply consciousness, the mind, or the ego, but also to aspects of 
embodiment. It is the individual person as known to that selfsame person. It is all that is 
perceived in one’s subjective consciousness of one’s embodied self when one speaks in the first 
person. Twentieth century philosophers and philosophical psychologists have come to this as a 
general consensus as to a generic definition of its nature. Jersild’s definition is representative,  

The self includes, among other things, a system of ideas, attitudes, values, and commitments. 
The self is a person’s total subjective environment. It is a distinctive “center of experience and 
significance.” The self constitutes a person’s inner world as distinguished from the “outer world” 
consisting of all other people and things (quoted in Grenz 2001:59). 
 

The notion of ”the self”, “or a self” used as a noun with either a definite or indefinite article 
emerged in modernity. In contrast to objects of scientific study, in which the object studied is 
separate from the human subject(s) describing it, “the self is partly constituted by its self-
interpretations” (Taylor 1989:34). This is why various self-concepts are possible—they become 
the product of continuous action by the self upon the self. In a complete sense, self is “the sum 
total of all the self-concepts that an individual has,” or “the self consists of all the answers an 
individual might give to the question “Who am I?” (Balswick 2005:81). 

Yet, a given person’s character or personal identity in full is not equivalent to the level of 
self-knowledge that a person actually bears. Walker Percy trenchantly observed, “A stranger 
approaching you in the streets will in a second’s glance see you whole, size you up, place you in 
a way in which you cannot and never will, even though you have spent a lifetime with 
yourself…and therefore ought to know yourself best of all” (quoted in Powers 1999:21). 

The saying attributed to French novelist Jean-Baptiste Alphonse Karr (1808-1890) is 
illuminating and worth explicating— “Every man has three characters—that which he exhibits, 
that which he has, and that which he thinks he has” (quoted in Guinness 2000:17). The first, “that 
which he (or she) exhibits” refers to persona or social reputation, the public person. The second, 
“that which he (or she) has” refers to the actual person as known objectively, say from a God's-
eye view. The third, “that which he (or she) thinks he has” refers to self-concept or self-image, 
one's conscious sense of self. A person who seeks integration or maturity will seek development 
toward closing the gap between these three characters. 

In terms of human development an infant has a very undifferentiated self-concept, almost 
indistinguishable from his or her parents. As the infant develops language and the ability to 
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communicate, a self-concept forms. Through socialization a child develops an increasing sense 
of self. During this process the nature (genetics) and nurture (parenting and culture, experience) 
process combine with the child’s level of exercised agency and response to form a growing self-
concept. (Balswick 2005:51-52). 

The Kantian and Cartesian projects defined self more as inner rationality, as essence (What 
am I?) and was a-historical (Descartes said “I am a thinking thing”). By the nineteenth century, 
philosophers attended to the role and effects of historical and cultural forces on personal identity 
(Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger) (Clark 2004:87-88). This reflects the nature (genetics) and 
nurture (culture) debate. Later, feminist thinkers would weight the argument on the culture side 
and assert the social construction of gender over any essential gendered ontology.  

Later postmodern thinkers assert the (nearly total) social construction of the self. A more 
balanced and Biblical view is that the self consists of a stable given self identity (a person 
created in the image and likeness of a Personal God), but that is also shaped by culture, hence the 
possibility of various forms of self-concept, some of which are described in this GLOSSARY. 
There is a sense of continuity of a self over time, a sense of an autobiography, a historical 
narrative of my life, what “I” have experienced as interpreted by “me.” 

Assuming the working definitions of this study, especially Taylor’s view of the place of 
moral sources and an “inescapable framework” in which humans are oriented in moral space, 
such that—where I stand in moral space tells me who I am— self must be further defined as the 
capacity for moral responsibility with the will as core of personal conscious being. Though 
reason and will have been the traditional categories of defining the self, thinkers have usually 
emphasized reason (Plato, Augustine, Aquinas, Descartes). I rather follow Coons in stressing the 
will or volition as primary core of the self. Of course responsibility cannot be conceived apart 
from knowledge, but the primordial awareness of a moral responsibility to seek the right choice 
of conduct is universal, variously termed as —conscience, the sense of “ought,” or C.S. Lewis’s 
“Tao”. The ground of the self is “the experience of responsibility, a thing that is more than 
perception—and stabler, even, than the provenance of reason” (2003:40).  

Further, this experience of responsibility “is unique as the experience, not of perception, but 
of being perceived—of standing in relation to an authoritative moral perceptor” (Coons 
2003:41). This converges with Taylor’s “inescapable framework,” although with the addition of 
the personal Other to whom and with whom the self has to do. Though Kant asserts each self as 
standing as an autonomous moral actor, the Biblical view is that God the Creator is the primary 
Perceptor. For the Kantian self, the self is its own author and lawmaker; Biblically, God is 
Author and Lawmaker to whom each person is accountable. Thus, more to the point than the 
question “What am I?”, is to answer the question Who am I? and Whose am I?  

Modern secularization has emphasized responsibility for, putting the onus on each individual 
as responsible for him or herself alone. The burden of this in an individualistic society has led to 
much irresponsible behavior as individuals plead victimization and blame others. What we are 
not told by secular society is to whom we are responsible for those burdens (Guinness 1998:91). 

This view does not negate a very real freedom of agency for the self. What it does is make 
the self “the reigning steward of all the perceptual resources of the individual, including reason.” 
“The self is exactly the potency of the whole individual…to make (and sustain or remake) the 
fundamental choice either to accept or reject the authority of a natural or supernatural order of 
correct conduct” (2003: 41). The self has a binary freedom—to choose self-authorization or 
agency, of and to the Perceptor. It is not, however, free to not choose, for to not choose agency 
under God is to choose self-authorization. The choice of self-authorization, persisted in, leads to 
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forfeiture of the person’s telos, the choice of the being an agent of the Creator (persisted in) leads 
to the fulfillment of the Creator’s designed telos for human individual and corporate destiny.9 
 
The Submerged Self — or “fused self,” or “undifferentiated self,” is a sense of self that has no 
clear ego boundaries, but is absorbed (to some degree) or enmeshed into one or more other 
selves in co-dependent relationships, or into the collective mass. Most of the characteristics of 
the embedded self are also featured in this self-concept, however there is an even lower level 
self-differentiation here than in the embedded self-concept. The phenomenon of a growing 
number of co-dependent relationships in late modernity is (at least in part) a function of the 
vulnerabilities of radical individualism. Individual identity here may exist in a fluid transition 
between the self and the collective, sometimes in a quasi-mystical identification, or psychical 
unity with the group. H. Wheeler Robinson’s… (see H. Wheeler Robinson)…  

In non-western and premodern societies, the locus of self may not be a unique locus where 
all thoughts and feelings occur. The Hebrews spoke of the liver, kidneys and bowels as loci of 
consciousness or emotion. Taylor’s analysis of ancient Greek Homeric man suggests diffuse or 
fragmented loci of mind or soul or other bodily locations such has heart or lungs. Some 
shamanistic cultures believed that a person has three souls, one of which could travel outside the 
body and return. Some of the Homeric heroes had infusions or surges of power from the gods, or 
the Muses, which seemed to merge with the locus of self (Taylor 1989: 112, 118).  

In a pantheistic worldview, the sense of linkage or fusing includes such with the divine or 
spirit beings or God. In a totemistic worldview the linkage includes such with animals and 
plants—The tigers (animals), the Tiger Clan (people), and tiger lilies (plants)—usually 
descending from a common ancestor, and/or as nodes in the one web of life that includes all 
Nature (Hiebert 1999:107). 
 
The Embedded Self- a self- consciousness defined by linkage and participation in a kinship 
group or peoplehood; who you are is where you fit and to whom you belong. Whereas the 
autonomous modern rationalist self says, “cogito ergo sum” (I think therefore I am); the 
collectivist embedded self says “cognatus ergo sum” (“We exist, therefore I am”, or “I belong 
therefore I am”). Individuals exist only as they exist in families, clans communities. Individuals 
are not viewed as discrete units, but as “interconnected nodes in large webs of kinship.” (Hiebert 
1999:104). Collectivist (high-group) and/or tribal societies view life corporately and assume a 
concept of linkage or connectedness. Life is seen as an unending flow from generation to 
generation through time. The unity of the kinship or peoplehood (those who share common 
blood and or a common ancestor) extends from the ancestors to the whole living clan or tribe of 
families, and through to the yet unborn.  
The embedded self is generally non-introspective and so would not be exercised about a sense of 
self or self-image at all; they have their being in the group. The individual’s well being and 
meaning is embedded in the collective. To be an autonomous individual is to be cut off from the 
source of life and meaning, and to be as good as dead (Hiebert 1999:104-106). The honor and 
security of the group takes priority over individual fulfillment or realization. In fact the 
individual has meaning and therefore is realized (or constituted) in group identity. Moral sources 

                                                        
9 For a fine essay giving a panoramic view of the evolution of the sense of self in Western civilization— 

from the Greeks, to Augustine’s “Confessions,” to Rousseaus’s “Confessions,” to Puritan autobiographies, to current 
spiritual autobiographies and the postmodern loss of self— see Elizabeth Powers, “The Self in Full” (Powers 1999). 
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for living are grounded in the authority of the community, and are passed on by the tradition of 
the community. 
 
The Autonomous Self – “an autonomous, atomistic, and self-regulating moral agent endowed 
with rights. And relations between selves are seen in terms of an exchange based on the mutual 
interests of the contracting parties”(Seligman 2000:6). It is this self-concept as aspiration that I 
am analyzing in this dissertation. In line with the Cartesian, Kantian and classical liberal 
tradition, In contrast to the general, traditional premodern self that was constituted by 
transcendent sources of moral authority, the autonomous self is not constituted by allegiances 
and obligations that precede it, but is a self that maximizes utility functions. The social operating 
system that develops where the autonomous self-concept is the dominant model is characterized 
as “methodological individualism.” In this system individuals pursue their own perceived goods 
based on calculation, contract and consent (2000:34-35). Moderns and postmoderns (or late 
moderns) generally assume the autonomous self-concept represents freedom and is therefore a 
high value good and goal to be sought. The autonomous self-concept presumes a radical freedom 
that is far above the level of free agency it actually has. 

The Enlightenment was inherently hostile to authority, especially the authority of the Jewish 
and Christian faith traditions. MacIntyre describes the development of the autonomous self of 
modernity—usually considered a gain not a loss—thus,  
 

“…the emergence of the individual freed on the one hand from the social bonds of 
those constraining hierarchies which the modern world rejected at its birth and on 
the other hand from what modernity has taken to be the superstitions of teleology. 
…it is to note that the peculiarly modern self, the emotivist self, in acquiring 
sovereignty in its own realm lost its traditional boundaries provided by a social 
identity and a view of human life as ordered to a given end” (1981:34). 

 
 In short, the constituted self is one whose identity is formed and established by allegiance to 

transcendent moral sources within authoritative faith communities; the autonomous self (or 
instrumental self), is one who is disembedded from authoritative moral sources and authoritative 
community, and is a self-actualizing, self-authorizing agent of its own autonomous will. The 
values and allegiances are purely an expression of preferences and choices based on self-
authorized criteria. The “psychological regime” in moral education in late modern America has 
as its defining feature the autonomous self (Hunter 2000:81-86).  

There is therefore an inherent self-deception and denial, and thus irony and paradox, 
accompanying the autonomous self. This is due to the disparity between the subjective self-
concept as being radically free, and the objective reality that humans are of necessity— unless a 
hermit on a desert island—involved in various sociocultural systems that prevent them from 
actually being autonomous. For example, if one assumes one is an agent of no one, one becomes 
vulnerable to becoming an agent of whatever. The “Christian Paradox” (seeking to save one’s 
life, one thereby loses it) applies here. 
 
The Unencumbered Self- an ideal sense of self as autonomous and radically free; a self that 
has consciously broken with tradition, social restraints and external influences. The term 
“unencumbered self” is borrowed from Michael Sandel (1982), as quoted and explicated by 
Bellah (1996:79-81). It is an “improvisational self” that chooses one’s own values to express 
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one’s self, but these values can be completely idiosyncratic and may be rationally indefensible, 
and ungrounded in any moral code. Relativistic or arbitrarily chosen values replace objectively 
recognized virtues. The self is not constituted by any pre-existing moral sources embedded in a 
community. The self is an agent of its own self-construction project.  

This view assumes Locke’s notion of the self as “a blank slate” upon which a succession of 
experiences is imprinted. In its more existential forms, the notion that “existence precedes 
essence” is assumed Forms of psychotherapy that seek as a goal to liberate the self from 
socialization and conditioning believed to hinder the liberation of the true self assume this notion 
of self. This view roughly echoes Rousseau’s notion of the “noble savage,” the romantic ideal of 
the individual who, if he or she can escape the corrupting influences of society and enculturation, 
will realize a pure and dignified moral life.  

The notion is contradictory and deceptive for the reason that to assume that one can choose 
any values from anywhere is to reject any or all given moral codes. Such is not a language of true 
value moral choice, but of radical amoral choice. In that it denies personal identity or ontological 
reality, social reality and moral reality, it is delusional given it denies these realities exist.  

A helpful analogy is that of the Russian Babushka dolls, in which one is nested within 
another, and you continually removes the outer dolls in order to get down to the inner doll. The 
analogy is as if one removes the outer dolls of socialization, cultural conditioning, moral 
shaping, and spiritual formation in order to get down to the inner and final doll, now 
unencumbered by the others. The inner core doll (self) assumed to be “unencumbered” is 
actually stripped of much of what constitutes identity and makes one human.  

Another analogy is that of the “Bobo doll ” (used originally in psychological experiments on 
aggression), that is weighted at the bottom but balanced so that when hit or knocked over, or sat 
upon and held down, when released it immediately stands upright again. The comparison is the 
sense of a self held down, repressed by cultural restraints and/or conditioning, but when it can 
throw off the shackles, it (the true, unencumbered self) stands upright. This is close to 
Rousseau’s romantic notion of man being “born free, but everywhere is in chains.” The noble 
savage is the one who is liberated from, or never corrupted by society. 

However, to be thus “unencumbered” would be to be disoriented, isolated, infantilized, and 
animalized. Such an empty or naked self would lose personal agency and be extremely 
vulnerable to manipulation by all kinds of external forces and hence determined by its 
environment. Thinking itself to be free, this self would really be imprisoned and bound by the 
forces moving into this vacuum.  
 
The Antinomian Self — (lit. “anti,” against, “nomos”, law). The antinomian self is an 
autonomous self that has rejected all conscience, moral law, or principle, and persists in such 
choices over an extended trajectory of time. The autonomous self and other self-concepts of this 
GLOSSARY can turn antinomian, when the self continually yields to the temptations of (to use a 
memorable formulation) the seven deadly sins—pride (hubris), envy, anger, sloth, avarice, 
gluttony, lust (for sexual conquest, power or fame)—such that God, conscience, moral law and 
principle are rejected, and where, if there is no repentance, a lawless or evil personality can 
develop. It describes those “whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron” (I Timothy 
4:2 NIV), or as NLT translates it, “…their consciences are dead.” Satan is confirmed in evil, 
such that he is beyond repentance. Milton describes the pride of Satan as archetypal of this state 
of mind, when in an advanced condition,  
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The mind is its own place, and in itself 
Can make a heav’n of hell, a hell of heav’n. … 
We shall be free; th’ Almighty has not built here… 
Here we may reign secure, and in my choice 
To reign is worth ambition, though in hell 
Better to reign in hell than to serve in heav’n  
(Paradise Lost, Book I, 1669) 
 
Satan’s defiance of God is so great that he would rather suffer anything in order to not have to 
serve God or to submit to his law, to “be free” of him (a freedom from all moral and divinely 
ordained forms). Such a lawless or rebellious state of mind brings a strong delusion (a sort of 
promethean mind over matter effort—“a heav’n of hell, a hell of heav’n”), a belief that one is 
somehow gaining something desirable for oneself, when in reality its leads to self-destruction. 
  
The Deep Interior Self- A sense of self, originating in the modern era in the Romantic 
movement that views the self as a deep—sometimes infinite because connected to or merged with 
Divine—reservoir of wisdom, imagination and feeling. Thus the project of self-discovery is 
paramount. The romantic turns to the inner reaches of the “soul” (understood as this reservoir) as 
a moral source for the good, the true, and the beautiful. The deep interior wellspring of the self is 
to be plumbed to discover passion, purpose and significance. The French romantic painter 
Eugene Delacroix (1798-1863), who inspired the Impressionists and Symbolists, exemplifies the 
plunge into the deep interior for inspiration,  
 

When we surrender ourselves entirely to the soul it unfolds itself completely to us, 
and it is then that this capricious spirit grants us the greatest happiness of all…. I 
mean the joy of expressing the soul in a hundred different ways, of revealing it to 
others, of learning to know ourselves, and of continually displaying it in our 
works (quoted in Gergen 1991:24).  

 
For a late modern, post “seismic sixties” psychotherapy-oriented version of cherishing hopes for 
the autonomous exploration of the deep interior, note what psychologist Jean Huston told 
Newsweek magazine in 1976, “We were the first to put a man into outer space. Now we have the 
opportunity of launching the first pyschenauts into inner space” (quoted in Sommers 2005:73-
74). Though the human potential movement associated with Rogers and Maslow is mostly out of 
vogue in academe, it “remains very much alive in the hearts and minds of vast numbers of 
Americans” (Sommers 2005:75). 
 
The Reciprocating Self – a self-concept that exists and develops only in relation to other selves 
in interdependent interaction and authentic communicative relationship; an integrated and 
cohesive self, and one embedded in a reciprocal community. The model of the self that I 
advocate in this study; the term itself and concepts are well-stated by Balswick, King and Reimer 
(2005), to whom I am heavily indebted in this formulation. They hold that the “symbolic 
interaction” theory of anthropologist George Herbert Mead provides rich insight and strong 
theoretical grounding to the view that the human self only develops in a context of interaction 
with other humans.  
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The actual process of psychical and personal development happens via the activity of 
interpersonal relating. They note the documented cases of feral children who failed to develop 
either speech or social awareness. Mead’s theory corroborates the view that human “life can be 
thought of as moving out of certain groups and into others,” and that “in the end, human 
personality is the sum total of the self-concepts that an individual has experienced and developed 
through a variety of relationships” (2005:80-84). Balswick, et. al. helpfully explicate the nature 
of “the reciprocating self” by comparison with three other self-concepts, adapting Buber’s 
terminology.  

An “I-it” relationship comprises a high value of self and a low value of the other. The self 
relates often as a superior to others as objects, as “instrumental, not integral to the I’s being” 
(2005:44). There is no authentic personal engagement between individuals. There is more take 
than give. This is an imperious self, an atomized self, amd/or a self-preserving self. 

An “It-thou” relationship comprises a low value of self and a high value of the other. The “I” 
here demeans itself often due to lack of a differentiated sense of self. The other is seen as a 
source of security or identity for the self, looking for validation or acceptance in an inordinate 
way from the other. There is either give with no take, or take with no give. The “I” may try to 
force the other to conform to his or her needs. The boundaries between the selves are blurred. 
This is “fused self,” a variation of “the Submerged Self.” 

An “it-it” relationship comprises a low value of self and a low value of the other. This is a 
“dissociated self”, or a hardended “fortress self,” or a hermit self, isolating and isolated from 
others. The “I” may not have a differentiated sense of self. There is no give or take. Closed off 
from others, there is a level of denial of personal needs. 

An “I-Thou” relationship comprises a high value of self and a high value of the other. Both 
selves have a differentiated sense of self, and relate to each other with a sense of respect and 
personal recognition. There is give and take in the relationship. This is an integrated and 
cohesive self, and is embedded in a reciprocal community. This is the “Reciprocating Self.” 
(2005:40-49). 

This “I-Thou” position, in experience and practice, holds to the importance of two polarities, 
reflecting the uniqueness and unity of the persons in the Trinitarian Godhead—particularity and 
relationality. Individual (particular) persons are unique, but are constituted in deep reciprocal 
relationships of mutuality with one another. One person is not compromised by the other, or 
fused with the other; yet there is no unique personal identity without relationship. “By definition, 
there is no father without a child”(2005:34).  

The Imago Dei in the human reflects this view of the human self as constituted in and by 
relation to both the Divine and human other. Balswick, et. al. describe four dynamics of 
“reciprocating self” relationships, the context where the reciprocating self can best be nurtured, 
as: covenant commitment (or unconditional love) [rather than conditional or contractual 
relations], gracing relationships when people fail [rather than legalistic and shaming relations], 
using one’s giftedness and resources for empowering others, [rather than controlling, possessing, 
and coercing], and an openness that leads to intimacy [rather than isolation] (2005:51-67]. 

 
The Christian Paradox - The principle that when a goal, or object, or good is sought 
autonomously from (or inconsistently with) the given moral forms within which it is obtainable, 
it eludes the seeker. Humans naturally pursue many goods outside those forms. Yet humans 
obtain those goods only when they (often against natural inclinations) seek to attain them within 
these given forms. Human life purpose and life fulfillment can only be realized when sought 
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according to ontologically given forms consistent with the human telos that apply to humans in 
their natural condition (the fallen world order). That principle is paradoxical due to the fact that 
since the fall of man, human nature exists in moral dualism—in the condition of a divided self—
where what is sought by the lower (egoistic) nature or self is destructive of what is sought by the 
higher (altruistic) nature or self. This inner contradiction and moral ambivalence is the universal 
human condition.  

Consequently, in the human pursuit of happiness (the near sacred value of which is enshrined 
in the American Declaration of Independence) there is frequently a dimension of irony and 
unintended consequences that accompany that pursuit. This dissertation investigates some of 
these ironies and consequences in modern Western culture, and specifically late modern 
America. "Christian Paradox" is the term I use for this principle of unintended consequences, 
based on the dictum of Jesus the Messiah as recorded in all four Gospels (Mark 8:35, and 
parallels: Math.10:39; Luke.17:33; John. 12:25), 

 
“For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my 
sake and the gospel’s will save it.” (Mark 8:35 NKJ).  Expanded as— 

 
“Whoever seeks self-fulfillment directly as an end in itself, will lose it; but 
whoever will surrender his or her life for My sake and the gospel’s will save it; 
find a true life of flourishing and realize his or her intended life purpose.” (Mark 
8:35 Bjoraker free and interpretive translation). 

 
The fact that this dictum is recorded in all the Gospels emphasizes that it is central to Jesus’ 

life and teaching. It is a principle that works in every person’s life. Jesus demonstrated it 
supremely in his own substitutionary death on the cross and His resurrection. The principle’s 
first application is to individual salvation through repentance and faith in the Messiah, by turning 
from one’s sinful fallen nature to trust in Messiah as Savior.  Jesus also applied this principle to 
other dimensions of life, we note how he stated it differently in this saying, “Seek first the 
Kingdom of God and his righteousness and all these things will be added unto you” (Matthew 
6:33).  The “all these things” here is in reference to all the material goods that humans are 
anxious to acquire.  They are promised as a byproduct of a higher pursuit, not by a direct and 
anxious focus on their acquisition.  Another application for Christians would be: seek first the 
cause of Christ, and career will be added to you; seek first a career (over or above the cause of 
Christ), and you will not satisfactorily achieve either. In reference to the Kantian and later 
modern attempts to seek a self in an inner region, Gunton states, “When individual self-
contemplation becomes the basis of the self, rather than the relation to the divine and human 
others upon which our reality actually depends, the self begins to disappear (1993:118). 

This study gives further application to this paradox of self-fulfillment—that in seeking self-
fulfillment, self-realization, self-satisfaction as an end in itself, humans find it is illusive and 
unattainable.  In grasping selfishly, for selfish gain, we lose self. In overreaching we lose that for 
which we reach. This principle is counterintuitive and inherently ironic to humans in their natural 
condition. This applies historically to corporate groups (nations, organizations, families) in their 
pursuits and projects as well as to individuals. The paradox is that life fulfillment is indirectly 
achieved, is often serendipitous, unforeseen, while living out this ironic principle This means that 
self-deception (denial, evasion, rationalizations due to vested interests) has been and always is a 
clear and present danger for human beings. When individuals or groups do not know and abide 
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within their proper moral and teleological forms, they do not have the freedom to flourish as they 
could or are intended. Acting, or exerting agency, outside of those forms brings destructive 
consequences to the agents themselves, to other humans and to the environment in which they so 
act. 

When this is applied in the larger political dimension, it refers to totalizing ideologies. The 
twentieth century was one preeminently dominated by ideologies—socialism, communism, 
fascism, nationalism, Nazism, and more. As the Cold War era  (a confrontation between two 
ideologies) was playing itself out, Daniel Bell, in The End of Ideology: On the Exhaustion of 
Political Ideas in the Fifties (1960), predicted that in the aftermath of World War II the era of 
ideologies was coming to an end. After the rapid collapse of the Soviet Union and Eastern 
European communism, Francis Fukuyama predicted in The End of History and the Last Man 
(1992), that history itself was coming to an end, in the sense that liberal democracy would 
become universally successful from here on out. Yet Bell and Fukuyama were simply forecasting 
the triumph of their own ideology—some combination of liberalism and democracy (Koyzis 
2003:16).  Though many twentieth century “isms” have become “wasms,” in fact, to paraphrase 
Mark Twain, reports of the death of ideologies have been greatly exaggerated. Ideologies will 
continue. 

David Koyzis conducted a study of major thinkers who have analyzed ideology (Karl Marx, 
Hannah Arendt, Bernard Crick, Karl Mannheim, Vaclav Havel), and concluded that ideology is 
to be understood as an “attempt to offer a total explanation for the world and its history and thus” 
(quoting Hanna Arendt) ‘all ideologies contain totalitarian elements’” (Koyzis 2003:20). This is 
so because an ideology attempts to interpret all of reality through a single controlling idea, and 
attempts to mold the world “in accordance with its inexorable logic.” It presents a monolithic or 
totalizing vision, usually utopian in character.  When such a utopian vision (one that is not to true 
to the real world as it is) is used as an attempt to grasp the whole of reality under its reach, or to 
impose an ideology on the whole of social reality; it ends by losing its grasp on reality and 
damaging humans and nature in the process. Seeking to win, grasp or control it all, it loses it all. 

C. S Lewis grasped this principle well, so I quote him here from the very last two paragraphs 
of his book Mere Christianity, 

 Until you have given up yourself to Him you will not have a real self. …  
 But there must be a real giving up of the self. You must throw it away 
‘blindly’ so to speak. Christ will indeed give you a real personality: but you must 
not go to him for the sake of that. As long as your own personality is what you are 
bothering about you are not going to Him at all. Your real, new self (which is 
Christ’s and also yours, and yours just because it is His) will not come as long as 
you are looking for it. It will come when you are looking for Him. Does that 
sound strange? The same principle holds, you know, for more everyday matters. 
Even in social life, you will never make a good impression on other people until 
you stop thinking about what sort of impression you are making. Even in 
literature and art, no man who bothers about originality will ever be original; 
whereas if you simply try to tell the truth (without caring twopence about how 
often it has been told before) you will, nine times out of ten become original 
without every having noticed it.  The principle runs through all of life from the 
top to bottom. Give up your self and you will find your real self. Lose your life 
and you will save it. … Nothing that you have not given away will be really 
yours. …Look for yourself, and you will find in the long run only hatred, 
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loneliness, despair, rage, ruin and decay. But look for Christ, and you will find 
Him, and with Him, everything else thrown in (1952:226-227). 

 
And finally, stated so memorably by Christian martyr Jim Eliot, killed in Ecuador in 1956, 

fulfilling his own restatement of the Christian Paradox, “He is no fool who gives up what he 
cannot keep, to gain what he cannot lose. 


